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PREFACE

T 1E range of topics this book seeks to cover is the subject of 113
introductory chapter. To sum the matter up in terms which
are convenient if pretentious, Chs. II-V may be said to deal
with questions in the logic of historical thinking, whilst Chs.
VI-VIII form a critical discussion of various attempts to
arrive at a metaphysics, or metaphysical interpretation, of
history. If any reader expresses’ surprise that matters so
different should be treated in a single volume, I can mcet him
half-way by admitting that I am conscious of the incongruity
myself; though I do not feel so clear as I once did that the
problems which are touched on in my final chapters are wholly
‘rrelevant to those treated in the earlier part of the book.

To avoid misunderstanding, I should make clear that my
primary aim is to write for philosophers, not for historians.
It seems to me very odd that teachers of philosophy should
with such unanimity expect their pupils to discourse on the
logic of the natural sciences and mathematics, with which
subjects few of them have much close acquaintance, and
scarcely ever ask them questions about the procedures and
statements of historians, though in many cases they are students -
of history as well as of philosophy. If I can show that there are
problems about history to which philosophers might well give
their attention, I shall have accomplished my main purpose.
Naturally, I shall be pleased if historians show interest in what
I have to say; though if T am told that my questions are largely,
or even wholly, irrelevant to historical studies proper, I shall
not count that as a major reproach. Philosophers are notoriously
rash men, but I hope I shall not be thought to have the pre-
sumption to tell historians how to go about their own business,

It will be obvious how much I owe to Collingwood, though
I have tried not to follow him wholly uncritically. I have also

7
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3 PREFACE

learnt a lot in discussion with Mr. P. G. Lucas, of the University
of Manchester, whoreadezrlydmﬁsofﬁmrofmyﬁnﬁw

chapters, and whose comments drew my attention to some

shocking smmplicities of thought. He must not be blamed for
those which remain. [ should like to thank him and also Prof.

Paton, who read the whole book in typescript and saved me,
among other things, from a bad blunder in Ch. V1.

December, 19350 W.H.W.

The note on books for further reading has been revised
and recast for this new mmpression, but the text is unaltered
except for one or two minor changes of wording.

L.

1953 W.H.W.
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CHAPTER 1

© WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY:

© § 1. Current Suspicion of the Subject

. A WRITER on philosophy of history, in Great Britamn at
' least, must begin by justifying the very existence of his subject.
.{{;3 . That this should be so may occasion some surprise; yet the
% facts are clear. No philosopher would dispute the assertion
. that there is a fairly well-defined group of problems which
.= belong to the philosophy of the physical sciences, and which
. arise when we reflect on the methods and assumptions of those
" jsciences, or again on the nature and conditions of scientific
“lknowledge itself. Philosophy of science, in some sense, 1s
agreed to be a legitimate undertaking. But no such agreement
exists about philosophy of history.
It is perhaps worth asking how this situation has come
about, since the enquiry may be expected to throw light on
s the subject-matter of the branch of study with which we
~ Ypropose to deal. Historical studies have flourished in Great
. | Britain for two centuries and more; yet philosophy of history
‘§has been, until recent years, virtually non-existent. Why?
One reason is undoubtedly to be found in the general

. orientation of philosophical thought in Europe. Modern!
‘Western philosophy took its rise out of reflection on the

{ extraordinary progress made by mathematical physics in
-] the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; and its

.3 since. The equation of knowledge proper with knowledge
"' gained by the methods of science was made by almost every
=, major philosopher from the time of Descartes and Bacon to
" that of Kant, It is true that amongst these thinkers two schools

9
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10 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

can be sharply distinguished: those who stressed the math- .
| ematical aspect of mathematical physics, and those who pointed

to its basis in observation and dependence on experiment as

being the most important thing about it. But though divided in
! this way, the writers in question were united in holding that,

metaphysics and theology apart, physics and mathematics

/ were the sole repositories of genuine knowledge. Nor is it
surprising that the classical philosophers at least took this
view, seeing that these sciences really were (again except for
metaphysics and theology) the only developed branches of
learning at the time when they wrote.

That British philosophers have hitherto had little to say
about history can thus be partly explained by the general
character of the modern European philosophical tradition.
That tradition has always tended to look to the natural sciences
for material ‘for its studies, and has formed its criteria of
what to accept as khown by reference to scientific models.
History, expelled from the body of knowledge proper by

/ Descartes in Part I of the Discourse, is still regarded with
suspicion by his successors today. And in any case, history as
we know it today, as a developed branch of learning *ma its

Wy gy oy A -

own methods and standards, 1s a comparatively _new _thing

' indeed, it scarcely existed before the nineteenth century. But

« these considerations, valig as ?HWWE%' the
whole position. For in other European countries philosophy of
history has become an accredited branch of study. In Germany
and in Italy, at least, fhc problems of historical knowledge
have excited, and continue to excite, a lively interest; but there
is strangely little awareness of them in Great Britain. How !
can this difference of attitude be accounted for?

The answer, I think, is to be found by referring to the
predominant characteristics of the British mind and temper.
There are Germans who profess to believe that philosophical .
aptitude is not among the gifts possessed by inhabitants of
these islands, because they have shown little liking for meta-
physical speculation of the remoter kind. But to say this is to
overlook the very distinguished contributions made by writers
like Locke and Hume to critical philosophy, contributions
which are at least as notable as those of the thinkers of any other

1, -
e .& .'- I.r". II!"' *- ] : “"E II."

Marf at. c—on’f



A WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY? I

# country. It is in propounding and solving problems of philo-
¥ sophical analysis—problems which arise when we reflect on the
{ nature and conditions of such activities as the attainment of
. knowledge in the sciences, or the doing of moral actions—that
¢ British thinkers have excelled. These problems have been well
suited to the native genius, with its combination of caution
and critical acumen. By contrast, metaphysics, understood as
§an attempt to devise some overall interpretation of experience or
“to explain all things in terms of a single all-embracing system,
RasTound comparatively little favour here. Its distinguished
proponents have been few, and in general it has been regarded
with scepticism and distrust.

Once these facts are appreciated, the neglect of philosophy
of history by British thinkers in the past becomes more in-
telligible. For philosophy of history, as traditionally conceived,
was without doubt a metaphysical subject. We can see this
by glancing briefly at its development.

_ The question who should get the credit for inventing
~ philosophy of history is a disputed one: a case could be made
_ out for giving 1t to the Italian philosopher Vico (1668-1744),
~ though his work passed largely unnoticed Tn his own day,

another for going much further back to the writings of St.

Augustine or even to some parts of the Old Testament.

For practical purposes, however, we are justified in assert-
ing that philosophy of history first attained recogmition as a
separate subject in the period which opened with the publica-

_ tion, in 1784, of the first part of Herder’s Ideas for a Philo-
* sophical History of Mankind and closed soon after the appearance

. of Hegel’s posthumous Lectures on the Philosophy of History
- in 1837. But the study as conceived in this period was very
| much a matter of metaphysical speculation. Its aim was to
i: attain an understanding of the course of history as a whole;
§ to show that, despite the many apparent anomalies and incon-
sequences it presented, history could be regarded as forming
a unity embodying an overall plan, a plan which, 1f once we
grasped it, would both illuminate the detailed course of events
‘and enable us to view the historical process as, in a speclal
sense, *_satisfactory to reason. And its exponents, in attempting
| 1o realize this aim, displayed the usual qualities of speculative

Martat.com
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12 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY -

metaphysicians: boldness of imagination, fertility of hypo-
thesis, a zeal for unity which was not above doing violence
to facts classified as “merely” empirical. They professed
to offer an'insight into history more profound and valuable
than anything which working historians could produce,
an insight which, in the case of Hegel, by far the greatest
of these writers, found its basis not in any. direct study of

/ historical evidence (though Hegel was not so cavalier about
facts as he is sometimes made out to be), but in considerations
which were purely philosophical. Philosophy of history, as
practised by these writers, thus came to signify a speculative
treatment of the whole course of history, a treatment in
which it was hoped to lay bare the secret of history once
and for all.

All this was anathema to the cautious British mind.! It
savoured far too strongly of that philosophy of nature for which
German metaphysicians of the period were already notorious.
Philosophers of nature seemed, to unfriendly critics at least,
to promise a short cut to the understanding of nature, a way
of discovering facts without going through the tedious business
of empirical enquiry. By their owr admission their object was
to achieve a “speculative’ treatment of natural processes; and
speculation, in this context, was not easily distinguished from
guesswork. In’'its worst edamples their work was marked by a
fantastic apriorism which discredited it utterly in the eyes of the |
sober. Philosophy of nature was thus regarded with deep; dis- d
trust by British thinkers, who transferred their dislike of it to

. philosophy of history, which they took to be nothing more
1 than an attempt to do in the sphere of history what philosophers
of nature were attempting in their own province. In each case
i both project and results were thought to be absurd.

The bias thus engendered against philosophy of history’
has remained a permanent feature of British philosophy.

It is most instructive in this connection to notice that the
antipathy is by no means confined to a single school. It 1s not
only empiricists who have neglected this branch of study.

l ¥
! There were, of course, some to whom these ways of thinking were
congenial, as the cases .of Coleridge and Carlyle show. But in generg]
Romanticism has made a poor showing in British philosophy. -

§
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WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY? 13

I%. Towards the end of the nineteenth and in the opening years
¥ of the twentieth century Continental philosophers of an
d" idealist turn of mind (Dilthey and Rickert in Germany, Croce
i* in Italy, may be mentioned as examples) seized on history as
#1 affording a form of knowledge which could be regarded as
concrete and individual in comparison with the abstract,
general knowledge offered by the natural sciences, and built
their systems round that fact or supposed fact. But there
J §was no corresponding movement in British idealism. It

" is true that Bradley began his career by writing (in 1874)
a most interesting essay on The Presuppositions of Critical
" History; but there is nothing to show that he attached any
1 special importance to history in the working out of his general
metaphysical view. His colleague Bosanquet certainly had no
doubts about the matter. ‘“‘History,” he said, ‘‘is a hybrid form
of experience, incapable of any considerable degree of ‘being
or trueness’.”’? A genuine idealism must be founded on the facts
of =sthetic or religious experience, or again on those of social
life; it was to these spheres, and not to history, that we must look
for the concrete understanding of which Continental writers
spoke. And Bosanquet’s opinion was generally shared by all
British idealists before Collingwood. Even today history remains
an object of suspicion to some members of this school, if only
because of the tendency shown by those who concern themselves
with it to say that, as the only valid form of knowledge, it must
absorb philosophy itself. ?

§ 2. Critical and Speculative Philosophy of History

Such being the general reaction of British philosophers to
- the subject we are proposing to treat, the question may well
. be asked why we should presume to differ from them. If
. philosophy of history is thus generally despised, why venture
to revive it? Now, one answer to this might be that philosophy

* The Principle of Individuality and Value, pp. 78-9.
~ ?This tendency to what is called historicism (which has no essential
- connection with philosophy of history) is well illustrated by the later work
-~of Collingwood, who was himself influenced in forming it by Croce and
= Gentile. For the attitude to it of a contemporary idealist the reader should
. consult the introduction by Professor 'T'. M. Knox to Collingwood’s post-
 humous book The Idea of History,

Maffatf.com
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14 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

of history in its traditional form did not come to an end on the
death of Hegel. It was continued, though in a very different
guise, by Marx, and has been practised again in our own day
by such writers as Spengler and Toynbee. Philosophy of history,
in fact, like other parts of metaphysics; appears to exercise
a continuous fascination on human beings despite the repeated
cry of its opponents that it consists of a set of nonsense state-
ments. And a defence of a further enquiry into the traditional
problems of the subject might well be developed along
those lines. In the present context, however, I do not wish to
ground myself on arguments which some at least are bound
to find unconvincing. I want instead to try to show that
there is a sense in which. philosophers of every school should
allow that philosophy of history is the name of a genuine
enquiry. .

As a preliminary to this I must point out the simple and
familiar fact that the word ‘‘history” is itself ambiguous. It

covers (a) the totality of past human actions, and (5) the narra-

- '_-uq_ g - e ] i . - - L] T l_I' | = - .;..‘_-_“-._'m L

tive or account we construct of them now. This ambiguity is
important because it opens up at once two possible fields for
philosophy of history. That study might be concerned, as
it was in its traditional form briefly described above, with the
actual course of historical events, It might, on the other hand,
occupy itself with the pMocesses of historical thinking, the
means by which history in the second sense is arrived at. And
clearly its content will be very different according to which of
the two we choose. |

To see the relevance of this distinction for our present
purposes we have only to turn our attention for a moment to
the parallel case of the natural sciences. Here there are in fact
two terms for the enquiries corresponding to those we are dis-
tinguishing, though they are not always used with strict
accuracy. They are philosophy of nature and philosophy of
science. The first is concerned to study the actual course of
natural events, with a view to the construction of a cosmology
or account of nature as a whole. The second has as its business
reflection on the whole process of scientific thinking, examina-
tion of the basic concepts used by scientists, and matters of

that sort. In the terminology of Professor Broad, the first is a
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~speculative, the second a critical discipline. And it needs very

little reflection to see that a philosopher who rejects the
. possibility of the first of these studies is not thereby committed
" to rejecting the second. _

It may be, as some would maintain, that philosophy of
nature (in the sense of a study of the course of natural events
in some way supplementary to that carried out by natural
scientists) is an illegitimate undertaking; that cosmologies are,
in fact, either summaries of scientific results (in which case
they had best be left to scientists to construct) or idle fantasies
of the imagination. But even if this is so, it does not

¥ follow that there is no such subject as philosophy of science.

Even if the philosopher cannot add in any way to the sum

of our knowledge of nature or to our understanding of natural
| processes, he may all the same have something useful to say
.. about the character and presuppositions of scientific thinking,
/the proper analysis of scientific ideas and the relation of one
I branch of science to another, and his mastery of logical tech-

niques may conceivably help to clear up practical difficulties

. in scientific work. He is scarcely likely to say anything of value

| on these subjects unless he has a fair acquaintance with the

sort of things scientists do; but, all the same, the questions he is

asking will not be scientific questions. They will belong not

to the direct search for factual truth which is the object of

scientific enquiry, but rather to the stage of reflection which

ensues when we begin to consider the nature and implications
jof scientific activities themselves.

_, Now, as was said at the beginning, it would be generally
. agreed that philosophy of science is a perfectly genuine branch
- of study. Even the most anti-metaphysically minded philosopher ,
- would admit that. But in that case he ought also to admit the
¢ possibility of philosophy of history in one of its forms at least.
For just as scientific thinking gives rise to two possible studies,
I} one concerned with the activity itself, the other with its objects,
so does historical thinking. “Philosophy of history”’ is, in fact,
! the name of a double group of philosophical problems: it has
i both a speculative and an analytic part. And even those who

§ reject the first of these may perfectly well (and indeed should)
§ accept the second. ’ ‘

Martat.com
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§ 3. Critical Philosophy of History | R0

What questions are, or ought to be, discussed by those who ' B
concern themselves with the two parts of our subject here “:3¥
distinguished? It seems to me that the problems of critical 49
philosophy of history, if I may begin with that, fall into four %
main groups. It may help the reader if I try at this point to
indicate briefly what these are,

The first group is made up of questions about the very nature
of historical thinking. What sort of a thing is history and how
does it relate to other studies? The point at issue here is the .’
crucial one of whether historical knowledge is sui gemeris, or .
whether it ¢an be shown to be identical in character with some _}
other form of knowledge—knowledge as pursued in the natural
sciences, for instance, or again perceptual knowledge.

The view of history perhaps most commonly accepted
makes it co-ordinate with perceptual knowledge. It holds
that the essential task of the Mn&vidml
facts about the past, just as it is the essential task of perception
to discover individual facts about the present. And just as the
data of perception constitute the material on which the natural
scientist works, so, it 4 argued, the data of the historian
provide material for the social scientist, whose business it is to /;
contribute to the all-important science of man. But this neat '
division of labour, which assigns to the historian the task of |
finding out what happened and to the social scientist that of
explaining it, breaks down when we turn to actual examples of
historical work. What immediately strikes us there is that his-
torians are not content with the simple discovery of past facts:
they aspire, at least, not only to say what happened, but also }
to show why it happened. History is not just a plain record of
past events, but what I shall call later a “significant’ record
~_an account in which events are connected together. And the

question immediately arises what their being connected implies
about the nature of historical thinking, |

Now one possible answer to this (by some it is taken as the
only possible answer) is that the historian connects his facts in

precisely the same way as the natural scientist connects his—

%
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WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY? 17

[#by secing them as exemplifications of general laws. According
¥ to this line of argument, historians have at their disposal a
¥ whole set of generalizations of the form ‘‘situations of A-type

¥ give rise to situations of B-type,”’ by means of which they hope

1.,1 to elucidate their facts. It is this belief which lies behind the
f¥theory of the nineteenth-century Positivists that historical
{ thinking is, in effect, a form of scientific thinking. What

these authors stressed was that there are laws of listory
_just as there are laws of nature; and they argued that

| historians ought to concentrate on making these laws explicit,

But in actual fact historians have shown little or no interest
in this programme, preferring instead to give their attention,

{as before, to the detailed course of individual events, yet

|

( claiming, all the same, to offer some explanation of it. And their

; doing so suggests the possibility at least that historical thinking
is, after all, a form of thinking of its own, co-ordinate with and
not reducible to scientific thinking. We cannot assume that it 1s

~on the strength of one or two prima facie difficulties in the other
theories mentioned; the autonomy of history, if 1t 1s auto-

‘| nomous, clearly has to be demonstrated on independent

1 grounds. But that there is some case for the view 1s hard to
§ deny.

(51) Truth and Fact in History

~ These questions about the status of historical thinking and
its relation to other studies ought, I believe, to be regarded as
genuine by philosophers of all schools. And the same can be

" said of the second group of problems belonging to critical
~ philosophy of history, which centre round the conceptions of

[
P
¢

.~ truth and fact in history. Here, as in the problem of historical
~ objectivity which I shall discuss next, we have to do with

questions which arise in theory of knowledge generally, but
have certain special features when we consider them in relation
to the sphere of history.

These features are obvious enough when we ask what is an
“historical fact, or again in virtue of what we can pronounce the
statements of historians to be true or false. We are apt to suppose ;
‘that the facts in any branch of learning must be in some way |
open to direct inspection, and that the statements of experts

b
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8 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY.

in each branch can be tested by their conformity with them, :J
But whatever the other virtues of this theory, it cannot be H
applied with any plausibility to the field of history.

The most striking thing about history is that the facts 1t }
purports to describe are past facts; and past facts are no longer - &
accessible to direct inspection. We cannot, in a word, test the
accuracy of historical statements by simply seeing whether they
correspond to a reality which is independently known. How
then can we test them? The answer which any practising
historian would give to this question would be that we do so
by referring to historical ‘evidence. Although the past is
not accessible to direct inspection it has left ample traces of
itself in the present, in the shape of documents, buildings, . |

~ coins, institutions, procedures and so forth. And it 1s upon
these that *any self-respecting historian builds his recon-
struction of it: every assertion the historian makes, he would
say, must be supported by some sort of evidence, direct or
indirect. So-called historical statements which rest on any
. other basis (for example, on the historian’s unaided imagina-
tion) should be given no credence. At their best they are
inspired guesses; at their worst mere fiction.
~ This certainly gives us an intelligible working theory of
historical truth, but not one which satisfies all philosophical
scruples. We can see thit if we reflect on theé character of
historical evidence itself. ‘The traces of the past which are -
available in the present include, as I have already said, such ¢
things as documents, coins, procedures‘and so forth. But when §
we come to think about it, such things bear neither their mean-
ing nor their authenticity on their face. Thus when an historian
reads a statement in one or other of the “original sources” for
a period he is studying, he does not automatically accept it.
His attitude to it, if he knows his job, is always critical: he has
to decide whether or not to believe it, or again how much of it
to believe. History proper, as Collingwood was never tired of
pointing out, cannot be looked on as a scissors and paste affair: 1t
 is not made up by the historian’s taking bits of wholly reliable
! information from either one or a whole series of ““authorities.”™
¥ Historical facts have in every case to be established: they are
never simply given. And this applies not merely to the finished

™
|
|
J
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% products of the historian’s thinking, but to the statements
ime which he starts as well; though, as we shall see later, this
; is not inconsistent with holding that some of these statements
+ are regarded by him as having a far higher degree of reliability
than others.

. We can sum this up by saying that it is the duty of the
historian not only to base all his statements on the available

evidence, but further to decide what evidence is available.
Historical evidence, in other words, is not an ultimate datum
"to which we can refer to test the truth of historical judgments.
PBut this, as will be obvious, reopens the whole question of fact |
and truth in history. With further attempts to deal with it—of
which we may mention here the theory that some historical
' evidence (namely that provided by certain memory judgments)
! is, after all, irrefragable, and the opposing idealist contention
‘{ that all history 1s contemporary history (i.e., that historical
thinking is in reality concerned not with the past, but the
| present)—we cannot deal here. They will be the subject of
discussion in a later chapter. But enough has perhaps been said
to indicate that serious problems arise when we begin to refiect
" on these questions, and to make clear that they are a proper
~ subject for philosophical enquiry.
;
(##3) Historical Objectivity
The third of our sets of questions concerns the notion of
objectivity in history, a notion of which it is not too much to
say that it cries out for critical scrutiny. The difficulties raised
* by this concept! can perhaps best be brought out by consider-
" ing the two following not obviously compatible positions.
~ (A) On the one hand, every reputable historian acknow-
 ledges the need for some sort of objectivity and impartiality
{ in his work: he distinguishes history from propaganda, and
¢ condemns those writers who allow their feelings and personal
preconceptions to affect their reconstruction of the past as
bad workmen who do not know their job. If the point were
 -put to them, most historians could be got to agree that theirs

‘Was a primarily cognitive activity, concerned with an indepen-

* - 1 Reference forward to p. 36 may be found useful for the understanding
‘i_?;.:"’uf what follows.,

WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY? 1)
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20 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

dent object, the past, whose nature they had to investigate for J
its own sake, though they would doubtless add that our
knowledge of that object is always fragmentary and incomplete. {
" Yet (B) the fact remains that disagreements among historians }
are not only common but disturbingly stubborn, and that, once
technical questions of precisely what conclusion can be drawn
from this or that piece of evidence are regarded as settled,
| instead of an agreed interpretation of any period emerging, a 73

Eluralig_' of differe_p_g and apparentl inconsistent readi it

1s developed—Marxist and Iiberal, Catholic, Protestant and
““rationalist,” royalist and republican, and so on. These
theories are held in such a way that their supporters think
each of them to be, if not the final truth about the period
under study, at any rate correct in essentials: a conviction which
makes them repudiate all rival views as positively erroneous.
And this can only suggest to a candid outside observer that the
claim to scientific status often made for modern historians at
least is one which cannot be sustained, since historians have
conspicuously failed to develop what may be called an historical
‘““consciousness in general,”’ a set of agreed canons of inter-
pretation which all who work at the subject would be ready to .|
| acknowledge, .

What are we to say about this situation? There seem to be
three main ways in whicl? we could try to deal with it.

First (and this is a theory which would obviously be welcome
in some philosophical quarters today), we might attempt to
maintain not only that historians are influenced by subjective
factors, but that they must be. Impartial history, so far from
being an ideal, is a downright impossibility. In support of this
we could point out that every historian looks at the past from
a certain point of view, which he can no more avoid than he
can jump out of his own skin. We could ‘also maintain that the

~disagreements of historians, when carefully analysed, seem .
to turn on points which are not matter for argument, but
depend rather on the interests and desires of the contending
parties, whether in a personal or in a group capacity, Historical
disputes, according-to this way of thinking, are at bottom
concerned not with what is true or false, but with what is and
what is not desirable, and fundamental historical judgments
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f %are in consequence not strictly cognitive but ‘‘emotive.”
..-;j%r‘-This would go far to abolish the distinction between history
|"»and propaganda, and therefore to undermine the claim that
history is (or can become) a truly scientific study.
~ Secondly, we might try to argue that the past failure of his-
torians to reach objective truth is no evidence that it will always
elude them, and attempt to show that the development of a
common historical consciousness is not out of the question.
§ In so doing we should be adopting the position of the nineteenth-
century Positivists from which the German philosopher
?  Dilthey started (though Dilthey changed his mind about 1t
{ later): that objective history ought to rest on an objective,/
study of human nature. The difficulties of this project are clearly
enormous, and the Positivist view of it at least 1s altogether too
simple; but it should not be rejected for that reason alone. It
is clearly a point in its favour that, as we shall argue later,
general judgments about human nature have an important
part to play in historical interpretation and explanation.
Lastly, we could maintain that the concept of historical
. objectivity is radically different from that of scientific objectivity,
~ the difference coming out in the fact that whilst.all reputable
historians condemn biased and tendentious work, they do not
so clearly endorse the scientific ideal of wholly impersonal
‘thinking. The work of the historian, like that of the artist,
may be thought to be in some sense an expression of his
personality, and it is plausible to argue that this is of vital

account_for the subiect we are considering. For though it is
ashionable to dismiss art as a wholly practical activity, the
fact remains that we do often speak as if it were 1n some sense
. cognitive too. The artist, we say, is not content only to have
.. and express his emotions: he wants also to communicate what -!-
i; he takes to be a certain vision or insight into the nature of
things, and would claim truth and objectivity for his work for
~ that very reason. And it might be maintained that the best
. way of dealing with the problem of historical objectivity 1s to
assimilate historical thinking in this respect to the thinking
_of the artist. History might then be said to give us a series of

# different but not incompatible portraits of the past, each
. reflecting it from a different point of view. *
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There are obvious difficulties in this as in the two preceding 3 3
theories, but they cannot be discussed here. The most 1 can R
hope to have achieved in this short survey is to have shown
that my original statement that the concept of objectivity in
history cries out for critical scrutiny is only too patently true,
and to have directed the reader’s attention to some lines of
thinking about it. With this I must leave the matter for the

present, and pass on to the fourth and last of my groups of -3
problems in critical philosophy of history.

\/ (iv) Explanation in History :
| The central problem in this group is that of the nature of
historical explanation, The question here is whether there are
any peculiarjties about the way the historian explains (or
attempts to explain) the events he studies. We have seen
already that there is a case for saying that history is a narrative |
of past actions arranged in such a way that we see not only what :
happened but also why. We must now ask what sort, or sorts,
of ““why”’ are involved in history.
~ We can best approach this question by considering the way
| in which the concept of explanation is used in the natural
sciences. It is a philosophical commonplace that scientists
no longer attempt to explain the phenomena with which they
deal in any ultimate sense: they do not propose to tell us why
things are what they are to tHe extent of revealing the purpose 5
behind nature. They are content with the far more modest
task of building up a system of observed uniformities in terms
of which they hope to clucidatc any situation which Falls to be
examined. give'n any such situation, their procequre 1s to
show that it exemplifies one or more general laws, which can
themselves be seen to follow from, or connect with, other

laws of a wider character. The main features of this process

are, first, that it consists in the resolution of particular events
into cases of generﬂ laws, and secondly that it involves nothing
more than an external view oI the phenome €r considera-
. Tion (since the SCientist 1s NOt Professmg to reves purpose
“BeRind them). It can thus be said to result in an understanding

* which is properly described as “abstract.”” Now it has been
. claimed by many writers on philosophy of history that historical
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& understanding is not thus abstract but is, in some sense,
= voncrete. It is clear enough that the question whether there is
. anything in this contention depends on whether historians
* explain their facts in the same way as natural scientists explain
theirs, or whether they can be shown to possess some peculiar
insight into their subject-matter enabling them to grasp its
individual nature.
There are some philosophers who have only to pose such
a question to answer it in the negative. Explanation, they hold,
is and can be of only one type, the type employed in scientific
thinking. A process of explanation is essentially a process of
deduction, and at the centre of it there 1s thus always some-
thing expressible in general terms. But to conclude on such
¥ grounds that there can be no special concept of explanation 1n
i* history is the reverse of convincing. The right way of tackling
' the question, one would have supposed, would be to begin by
' examining the steps historians actually take when they set out
to elucidate an historical event or set of events. And when
we do that we are immediately struck by the fact that they do
not seem to employ generalizations in the same way as sciertists
do. Ostensibly at least, historians do not attempt to illuminate
particular situations by referring to other situations of the same
type; their initial procedure at any rate is quite different.
Thus when asked to explain a particular event—say, the
British general strike in 1926—they will begin by tracing
- connections between that event and others with which it stands
in inner relationship (in the case in question, certain previous
events in the history of industrial relations in Great Britain).
The underlying assumption here is that different historical
events can be regarded as going together to constitute a single
process, a whole of which they are all parts and in which they
. _belong together in a specially intimate way. And the first aim
-} of the historian, when he is asked to explain some event or
other, is to see it as part of such a process, to locate it in its
context by mentioning other events with which it is bound up.
Now this process of “colligation,’’ as we may call it (follow-
_-ing the usage of the nineteenth-century logician Whewell), is
- certainly a peculiarity of historical thinking, and 1s conse-
. quently of great importance when we are studying the nature of
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historical explanation. But we should riot try to make too much-
of it. Some writers on the subject seem to leap from the proposi=". 3%
tion that we can establish inner connections between certain 4$§
historical events to the far more general assertion that history -3
is wholly intelligible, and argue in consequence that it is
therefore superior to the natural sciences. This is clearly a
mistake. The truth would seem to be that though historical yj
thinking does thus possess certain peculiarities of its own, it is .§
not toto celo different from scientific thirking, In particular, *
it is hard to deny that the historian, like the scientist, does
make appeal to general propositions in the course of his study,
“though he does not make these explicit in the same way as the
scientist does. History differs from the natural sciences in that 4
it is not the aim of the historian to formulate a system o Eeﬁ&hl
laws: but this does not mean that no such laws are presupposed
in historical thinking. Tn Tact, as I hope to show in detail later,
the historian does make constant use of generalizations, in
particular generalizations about the different ways in which -
human beings react to different kinds of situation. History thus
presupposes general propositions about human nature, and
no account of historical thinking would be complete without
proper appreciation of that fact.

So much by way of preliminary description of what seem g
to be the leading problems of critical philosophy of history. (f
QOur survey should have made clear both that there are a '
number of genuine difficulties in the subject, and that they are '
the sort of difficulty with which analytic philosophers tradi-
tionally deal (though they have not been considered at all -
carefully by philosophers in Great Britain until very recently).
The main trouble about them is perhaps that they seem to be
particularly closely interrelated, so that in treating of one
group—say, that which concerns historical objectivity—we
find ourselves forced to raise questions which strictly belong to
another—questions about the relations between history and
the sciences, for example, or again about historical explanation.
But this difficulty, if acute in philosophy of history, is by no
means confined to that subject; and we must do what we can
to deal with it, remembering that our grouping of problems is

J
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% . not to be thought of as possessing any inherent value in itself,

} ¥4 but is merely a methodolo ical device designed to prevent our
{, J asking too mammmgf'ﬁﬁce. '

§ 4. Speculative Philosophy of History
To turn now to the problems which belong to philosophy
of history in its speculative or metaphysical part, wc must
admit from the first that there is much more disagreement
about whether these are genuine problems or not. Somc
would say that the only topics with which philosophy of history
should concern itself are analytic problems of the kind already
described, and that all further enquiries (such as those pursued
by writers like Hegel) are in fact futile. But it must be confessed
{ that there is at any rate a strong tendency to raise questions
about the course of history as well as about the nature of

historical thinking.

We may distinguish two groups of such questions. The
first includes all those metaphysical problems which, as has
already been made clear, were dealt with in what I am calling
traditional philosophy of history. The fundamental point with
which these philosophers were concerned can be put if we say
that they sought to discover the meaning and purpose of the
whole historical process. History as presented by ordinary
historians seemed to them to consist of little more than a
succession of disconnected events, utterly without rhyme or
‘reason. There was no attempt in “empirical” history, as 1t was
called, to go beyond actual happenings to the plan which lay
‘behind them, no attempt to reveal the underlying plot of
history. That there was such a plot they thought obvious, if
~_ history was not to be regarded as wholly irrational; and accord-
' ingly they set themselves to find it. The task of philosophy of
history, they thought, was to write such an account of the
detailed course of historical events that its “‘true’ significance
 and “essential”’ rationality were brought out. As we have seen
‘already, it is easy enough to criticize such a project; and in -
 fact the programme was condemned both by working historians
~ (who saw in it an attempt to take away their jobs) and Ly anti-
"~ metaphysical philosophers (who thought it wholly incapable of
- realization). But the fundamental problem it raises—the
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26 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

problem, to call it by a crude name, of the meaning of history - (¢
—is one which clearly has a recurrent interest, and no survey k
of our present subject could neglect it altogether.

The second group of questions is perhaps not strictly
philosophical at. all, though, thanks to the vogue of Marxism, 4§
it is with it that the general public most commonly takes = ‘&
philosophy of history to be concerned. The Marxist philosophy

~ of history, so-called, has more aspects than one: in so far as it
attempts to show that the course of history is tending to the
creation of a classless communist society, for example, it comes
near to being a philosophy of history of the traditional kind.

But its main purpose is to put forward a theory of historical
interpretation and causation. If Marx is right, the main moving
/ factors in history are all economic; and no interpretation of the

detailed course of events which fails to recognize this has any
value. Now it must be said from the first that the question what
are the main moving factors in history does not appear to be a
philosophical one. It is a question which can be answered only

. by a study of actual causal connections in history; and why a
philosopher should be thought specially equipped to make such ..
a study is not apparent. It could obviously be undertaken with =
far more profit by an intelligent working historian. Moreover,
it should result in the formulation not of a self-evident truth,
but of an empirical hypothesis, to be tested by its, cy in
throwixm@@%%@mﬁrgfmaﬂom; In so far as
this is true, the working out of a theory of historical interpreta-
tion seems to belong to history itself rather than to philosophy
of history, just as the determination of what causal factors are
of most importance in the material world belongs to the sciences
and not to philosophy of science. -

There is, however, some excuse for regarding Marx’s own
views on these matters as having more than a touch of the
philosophical about them. We can say that the Marxist theory
of historical interpretation is philosophical in so far as it presents
its main contention not as a mere empirical hypothesis, but as
something much more like an a priori truth. Marx, as we find
if we look at his views carefully, does not appear to be claiming
only that economic factors are as a matter of fact the most
potent forces determining the course of history; he seems to be

\
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Y holding further that, things being what they are, such factors

are and must be the basic elements in every historical situation.
1§ We have only to reflect on the way in which Marxists use their
thesis to see that they assign it a greater validity than would
be warranted if they did regard it as an empirical hypothesis.
What, in fact, they appear to be doing is advocating the
principle of historical materialism as a necessary truth,
such that no future experience could possibly confute it.
I BAnd if this is really correct their procedure certainly deserves
the attention of philosophers.

The implications of these remarks should not be misunder-
stood. I am not suggesting that the attempt, by Marxists and
~ others, to propound general theories of historical interpretation
i is in any way improper. I should have thought on the contrary
| that it is something in which all concerned with the study of
 history must be interested. My point about it is that the

task of working out such a theory belongs not to the philosopher

but to the historian. Marx’s contribution to the understanding

of history, in fact, was not made to philosophy of history in the

_ proper sense at all. But the Marxist theory 1s of interest to the

. philosopher because of the kind of importance Marx appears

to attach to his main principle. The unrestricted validity

assigned by Marxists to this principle is inconsistent with its

| being regarded as a mere empirical hypothesis (though not

with its having been suggested by experience); and the question

what justification there is for regarding it in that way certainly
deserves close attention.

All these points will be discussed in detail at a later stage.
~ The purpose of the present exposition is only to illustrate the
. kind of question with which philosophy of history deals or
might be thought to deal. We may summarize by saying that
if the philosopher can be said to have any specific concern
with the course of history, it must be with that course as a
whole, i.e., with the significance of the whole historical process.
This second part of our study, in fact, must be either meta-
physical or non-existent.! And doubtless to say that will create

: ! This might be denied on the ground that it is part of the function

of phll,?s‘?p‘hy of history to elucidate such concepts as “progress,’” “historical

- event,” "historical period.”” I am not sure myself that it is, but if it is, the
. ' matter obviously connects closely with the topics mentioned in § 3 above.

-
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28 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

in some a prejudice against it. But it is not clear that such a
prejudice is justified, either in general or in the specific case
before us. T'o assume that it is without discussion would scarcely
be justifiable. |

§ 5. Plan of the Book

The treatment of philosophy of history in the present
volume will fall into two parts corresponding to those just
distinguished. In the first and longer of these we shall be

+ occupied primarily with the nature of historical thinking.
We shall state, or attempt to state, the most prominent features
of that sort of thinking, trying to discover those among them

{ which mark it off from thinking of other kinds. We shall
discuss its presuppositions and examine the epistemological
character of its products. Qur procedure here will be purely
' reflective: starting from the fact that people do think about

. historical questions, our aim will be to discover what precisely
they are doing. By these means we shall be able to touch on all
those questions which were said above to belong to critical
philosophy of history. It is scarcely necessary to emphasize
that, in an elementary work like this, it will not be possible to

- do more than indicate what are the main problems which arise
and to discuss, more or legs dogmatically, one or two of the ¥
most obvious solutions of them. But even that may have its %
uses in so neglected a subject as this. ) (S

The second part of our enquiry, concerned with the tradi-
tional problems of philosophy of history, will necessarily be
even more sketchy. The most we shall be able to do here, in @
fact, is to examine in outline one or two celebrated attempts to -
construct philosophies of history of the metaphysical kind, and
to draw from reflection on them some conclusions about the

/ feasibility of the whole enterprise. By way of appendix to this

/
part I propose to undertake a brief consideration of historical 1
materialism, developing the points made about it in the present
chapter. If any reader is dissatisfied ‘with the brevity of this
treatment I .can only say I am sorry; but I must make it plain .
that, in my view, a final decision about the validity of the
theory in question rests not with the philosopher but with the !
historian himself. | - }

%

o SR - '
RPN e 5, S, 1

. 1-_.:-’.él .-"IF:- Yok L . ...I, 3 :
2l BN N R [ . R

Marfat.com



CHAPTER 11

HISTORY AND TIHE SCIENCES

§ 1. Preliminary Characterization of History. History and

Sense-perception

" IN the preceding chapter we have assumed that there i1s a
distinctive sort of thinking called historical thinking, and have
pointed out some of the prima facie problems It seems to raise.
We must now subject our assumption to examination, and
attempt to say more precisely what sort of a thing historical
thinking is and how it differs from other sorts of thinking—
thinking in the natural sciences, for example. We shall thus be
opening up the whole problem of the status of historical know-
ledge, and touching on the difficult issues raised by the enquiry
whether, and in what sense, history can claim to be a scientific
study.

Probably the best way of approaching the question is to
ask what it is the historian is seeking to investigate and what he
hopes to discover. The first answer that occurs is the obvious
one that he aims at an intelligent reconstruction of the past.
And it might be thought that that in itself would serve to mark

. |off history as a separate branch of knowledge. The natural

. ‘sciences, it is easy to suppose, are concerned with the world

i around us; they rely on sense-perception for their data. History,

. by way of contrast, is concerned with the past, and memory-

. /impressions must hence form an indispensable part of 1ts raw-
material. But, in fact, the contrast between history and the
natural sciences is not so sharp as that. In the first place, it is
not true that the scientist is concerned with the present to the
exclusion of the past. Quite apart from the fact that memory

 knowledge enters into -all present perceptual judgments about
objects, it is only necessary to remember the existence of such
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studies as geology and pa]zeohtnlogy to cee that. thete aré_;,

branches of scientific enquiry which study the past rather than

the present. And again, it cannot be held that history is, without ' .3

qualification, a study of the past. 'There are large portions of the
past of which history as normally understood takes no cogniz-
ance whatever—for instance, all those ages which preceded the
evolution of man to something like the sort of creature he is

To define history as the study of the past, and ;ftempt* to
ground its autonomy as a’form of knowledge on that point,

can thus not be defended. But, of course, history is, in some

sense, a study of the past. What past? The answer is the past

of human beings. History begins to be interested in the past -

when human beings first appear in it. Its essential concern is
with human experiences and actions. It is true, of course, that
history records not merely what human beings did and suffered,
but also a considerable number of znatural events in the past—
earthquakes, floods, droughts and the like. But its interest in
these events is strictly subsidiary. The historian 1s not con-
cerned, at any point of his work, with nature for its own sake;
only with nature as a background to human activities. If he
mentions natural events, it is because those events had effects
on the lives of the men and women whose experiences he is
describing. Had they hadsno such effects, he would not have
mentioned them. - |

That this is not mere ddgmatism the reader can see for
himself by reflecting on actual historical writings. A history of
the world does not normally begin with speculations about the

- origins of the universe, nor does it include an account of the

mutations of plant and animal species once life had appeared
on this planet. Its effective range is very much shorter: it
concentrates on the activities of man as known over a com-
paratively brief space of time. And in case anyone thinks that
this is mere short-sightedness on the part of historians, reflecting
the anti-scientific bent of their education, and points out that
Mr. H. G. Wells in his Outline of History has offered something
much more comprehensive, it may be relevant here to mention
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that even Mr. Wells is primarily concerned in his work with the

activities of human beings, and that his early chapters, whatever




-~

4

HISTORY AND THE SCIENCES 3

" their ostensible purpose, are, in fact, inserted because he
"' thinks they throw light on human nature. What stress to lay

on the natural background to men’s actions, and how far to
connect those actions with man’s animal nature, are points
which individual historians must decide for themsclves.
Mr. Wells has chosen to go a long way back, but has not
changed the nature of history in doing so.

Let us therefore take it as agreed that it is the human pust
which is the primary object of the historian’s study. "T'he next
point for consideration is the type of understanding he aims at.

Here we have two possibilities to consider. T'he first 1s that
the historian confines himself (or should confine himself) to
an exact description of what happened, constructing what may
be called a plain narrative of past events. The other is that he
goes beyond such a plain narrative and aims not merely at
saying what happened but also at (in some sense) explaining
it. In the second case the kind of narrative he constructs may

- be described as “‘significant’ rather than *‘plain.”

The relevance of the distinction here suggested can be
brought out by considering a parallel problem. A study of the
weather for a given district over a given period might obviously
be undertaken at two levels, which we may here distinguish,
somewhat invidiously, as amateur and professional. At the first
of these the observer would restrict himself to a full and
accurate record of details of barometric pressures, temperatures,
wind directions and forces, rainfall, etc., thus producing a

simple chronicle of the weather of the district. At the second he

~ would not be content with such a chronicle, but would strive
not only to record but also, so far as his data enabled him, to

understand the events with which he was dealing, by tracing
the working in them of the general laws which meteorology

. establishes.

The question whether the historian constructs a plain or
what I am calling a significant narrative of past events is the
question whether his procedure approximates to that of the
amateur or to that of the professional meteorologist in my
illustration, But the problem should not be misunderstood.

'The point at issue is not that of the ultimate identity of histori-
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it happened, too. In other words, he aims, as was implied at
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at a later stage. It is rather that of whether the level at which' *i¢
history moves is comparable to the level of simple perception p¥
or to that of science. If the first is the true account, we may- .i¥h
say that the proper task of the historian 1s to tell us, in the 5§
famous phrase of Ranke, ‘“‘precisely what happened,” and 1%
jeave the matter at that; if the second, we must agree that the *§
<ort of narrative the historian has to construct is a “significant™
narrative, leaving the question how it can be such (i.e., in what '§
its significance consists) to subsequent investigation, xr

Now I think it is not difficult to show that history proper
does consist of a significant rather than a plain narrative of the 4
past experience of human beings. The historian is not content
to tell us merely what happened; he wishes to make us see why

o Lo a Y
l.': T X

the beginnifig, at a reconstruction of the past which 1s both @
intelligent and intelligible. It is true that historians often
fail to reach this high level: they lack either the evidence or the
insight required for an adequate reconstruction, and find
‘hemselves in consequence driven to recite isolated facts without =
being able to fit them into a coherent picture. But their doinig
so testifies only to the general difficulties under which historians
work, not to any inherent weakness in the historical ideal. The
truth is that history is a much more difficult subject than it is
often taken to be, and that its successful pursuit demands the g
fulfilment of many conditions, not all of which are in the power A
of historians themselves. But that historical truth is hard to
achieve is no reason for denying its special nature. g
There is a distinction made by Croce, at the beginning of .
his book on the Theory and History of Historiography, which -
may be found illuminating in this connection. Croce there
contrasts history proper with chronicle, describing the first
as the living thought of the past, whilst the second is, as it
stands, dead and unintelligible. Croce’s own exploitation of *
this distinction in the interest of his theory that all history 1s
contemporary history need not here concern us. But we should, -
I think, recognize that his distinction does answer to 2 real
difference in levels of historical understanding. The sort’ of
knowledge we have of the history of ancient Greek painting,
to take an example of Croge’s own, is very different from that
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E’*-which we have of e.g. the political history of nineteenth-century
* Burope; and indeed the difference is so profound that they may
. almost be said to belong to separate genres. It is not only
. that in the case of nineteenth-century political history we have
far more material to work on than when we are dealing with
the history of Greek painting, of which very little direct
evidence remains. There is also the fact that, because we stand
" nearer to the nineteenth century, we can enter far more easily
into the thoughts and feelings of the age, and so use our
‘evidence in a far more effective way. The narrative we can
construct of nineteenth-century political history 1s both full
and coherent: events in it can be presented in such a manner
that their development seems to be orderly and intelligible.
A history of this sort is close-knit and consequential. But a
“history of Greek painting, or what passes for such a history, 1s
a sorry affair by comparison, consisting of little but the names
and approximate dates of a few celebrities, with the titles of
their works as recorded by ancient authors. It gives us no
insight into the actual development of painting in the ancient
world, but is really only an unsatisfactory chronicle, a mere
~ skeleton of a history.

The point on which I want to insist is that, though it 1s
possible to find these two levels of chronicle and history proper
throughout written history—though it is possible to find
elements of chronicle in the most sophisticated history, and of
history proper in the most primitive chronicle—the historical
ideal is always to get away from the stage of chronicle and
" attain that of history itself. What every historian seeks for is

not a bare recital of unconnected facts, but a smooth narrative
in which every event falls as it were into its natural place and
belongs to an intelligible whole. In this respect the ideal of the
historian is in principle identical with that of the novelist .or
the dramatist, Just as a good novel or a good play appears to
consist not in a series of isolated episodes, but in the orderly
development of the complex situation from which it starts, so
a good history possesses a certain unity of plot or theme.
And where we fail to find such a unity we experience a feeling

“of dissatisfaction: we believe we have not understood the facts
we set out to investigate so well as we should.
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34 INTROPUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

Now if this is at all right (and the reader should be warned 3¢
that it is put forward not as a final analysis, but merely as a T
prima facie description of the actual procedure and aspirations ¥
~ of historians), I think we can conclude with assurance that any ¥
attempt to regard history as simply co-ordinate with sense- ‘28
perception must be mistaken.. If we are asked whether the 3§
thinking of the historian moves on the perceptual or the scientific ¥}
level, these alternatives being taken as exhaustive, there is %
only one answer we can give. But to give that answer is not to
solve the problem of the status of historical thinking. For 1t
raises at once the question of the sense, if any, in which it is
proper to identify historical and scientific thinking, to say, In
the well-known words of J. B. Bury, that “history is a science, 3
no more and no less.” To this question we must now turn our b

_attention.

§ 2. Features of Scientific Knowledge

What do we mean by calling a body of knowledge a science? |
We mean, in the first place, to distinguish it from 2 collection %
of random bits of information. All the facts I learned yesterday -
‘may, for certain imaginable purposes, need to be considered 3
together; but nobody would regard them as constituting a
science. The different prgpositions of a science, in contrast to ¢
the constituents .of such an aggregate, are systematically '
related. A science, whatever-else it is, is a body of knowledge (g
acquired as the result of an attempt to study a certain subject- 3
matter in a methodical way, following a determinate set of
guiding principles. And it is the fact that we approach our :
material with such a set of principles in mind which gives unity -
and system to our results. The fundamental point here is that
we are asking questions from a definite set of presuppositions,
and our answers are connected just because of that. It should
be added that the truth of this contention is not affected by the |
fact that scientific enquirers are often unaware of their own
presuppositions: we need not have a principle explicitly in"
mind to be capable of using it in our thinking. - 4:

A science is thus to be understood at least as a body of
systematically related knowledge, arranged in an orderly way.
But is that sufficient to provide a definition? It has been pointed

G "l e
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‘~out! that it is not, for if it were we should have to agree that
"a railway time-table or a telephone directory were examples
of scientific textbooks. The information in such works 1s
. arrived at by methodical enquiries and arranged in an orderly
manner, but it would not normally be said to be scientific
information. What makes us refuse it the title? The answer is
that we tend to employ the word ‘‘scientific’’ only where we

have to do with a body of general propositions. A science, we

should say, is a collection not of particular but of universal

truths, expressible in sentences which begin with such words as

“whenever,” “if ever,” “‘any”” and “no.” It is a commonplace

to say that scientists are not interested in particulars for their

own sake, only in particulars as being of a certain kind, as
instances of general principles. That account of scientific

i knowledge was given by Aristotle, and it is repeated in text-

! books on scientific method to this day.

' This point about the general character of the propositions
we call scientific is closely connected with another. We tend
to think of scientific knowledge as knowledge which is always
in some degree useful, useful in that it enables us to control

. the present or to predict the future. This statement should not
be misunderstood. The point is not that we should refuse the
name of science to a study whose utility could not be immedi-
ately seen: there are plenty of branches of science which seem
on the face of things to be pursued for their own sake, without
regard to any practical results we may expect from them. It
is rather that, where we have scientific knowledge, we suppose

" always that it might be turned to practical account, in the way
*in which the abstract results of geology, for example, are turned

i to practical account in mining operations or those of mechanics

i in bridge-building. And the feature of scientific truths which

. makes this result possible is just their general character, which

: enables them to be used for purposes of prediction. Because

the scientist is interested in the events he studies not as

individual events, but as cases of a certain type, his knowledge
carries him beyond the limits of his immediate experience
and enables him to anticipate, and so perhaps to control,

1 Cf. Cohen and Nagel’s Introduction to Logic and Scientific Method,
p. 81 of the abridged edition. ;

>
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future happenings. It is because sclence gemmmd %"
gives rise to predictions that it can render us, in Descartes’
striking phrase, “masters and possessors of nature.” ,

There is one last feature of scientific thinking as commonly : ¥ |
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understood which deserves a mention before we pass on to ¥4 |
ask how all this bears on the status of history. I refer to the 1‘5
fact that the truth or falsity of scientific hypotheses is generally g}
thought to be independent of the personal circumstances or A3
private views of the persons who established them. Scientific o
statements, on this interpretation, lay claim to universal accept- |}
ance; they are not a proper field for the display of partisanship of
any kind. To say this is not, of course, to commit ourselves to the <}
absurd doctrine that there can be no arguing about scientific - i}
results: there can and must be controversies inside any science, /1
and even aclepted results must be open to correction as fresh £
evidence is forthcoming or new ways of interpreting old evidence

. are thought out. But all this is possible without the scientist’s
giving up his fundamental principle, that the conclusions he
comes to are arrived at on grounds which other observers can |
scrutinize and share. Scientific theories and arguments may'be
difficult for the layman to understand; but if they are to
deserve their name, they must never be esoteric in the bad sense
of holding only on the str%ggth of some alleged personal insight
or for a group of specially privileged persons. It is by this test
that we reject the scientific pretensions of astrology and have
doubts about the completely scientific character of at least some
of the studies grouped together under the title of psychical
research. |

We may sum up the results of this brief attempt to bring out ™ -

the main features of the common conception of science and
scientific knowledge as follows. We apply the term “science’’
to knowledge which (i) is methodically arrived at and systematic-
ally related; (ii) consists of, or at least includes, 2 body of
general truths; (iii) enables us to make successful predictions .
and so to control the future course of events, in some measure
at least; (iv) is objective, in the sense that it is such as every -
unprejudiced observer ought to accept if the evidence were
put before him, whatever his personal predilections or Private :

circumstances. | " - ot e oo
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2§ 3. H:'sto:j and Scientific Knowledge

With these considerations in mind, let us now attempt to

determine the question whether history is a science.

That history is a scientific study in the sense of one pursued

“according to a method and a technique of its own is not likely

to be denied. The conclusions which historians seek to establish
are arrived at by the examination of a clearly defined subject-

- matter—the actions and sufferings of human beings in the past

—carried out according to rules which successive generations
of enquirers have rendered increasingly precise. On this matter
there is hardly room for serious controversy. We have only to
reflect on the fact that there is a class of professional historians,
whose ability to deal with the material they study is entirely
different from.that of the ordinary man. Teaching advanced
history, as anyone who has experience of the subject knows, 1s
not so much a matter of communicating facts as of imparting
a certain technique for establishing and interpreting them.
And this technique, as' we have already remarked, has been
substantially improved in the course of time, in the last two

-.centuries in particular, so that mistakes which highly skilled

writers made in the past can now be avoided by scholars of
only average competence.

It will be objected here that this 1s to exaggerate the
difficulties of historical understanding. Surely, it will be said,
the point which we find most striking in comparing the pro-

- ductions of historians with those of natural scientists is that the
. former are intelligible to persons with no professional training,

whilst the latter are full of technicalities which cannot be under-

- stood except by the expert. But from the fact that history is
~ written in everyday language, having developed no special

" vocabulary of its own, it does not follow that any fool can write

1t. The truth is that there is all the difference in the world, in
‘this as in other branches of learning, between an amateur and a

~professional approach, though the distinction is less obvious

in history than it is elsewhere. This is explained by the fact that
we are all forced by the exigencies of everyday life to make some

~use of the techniques of the historian. We cannot read our

.daily papers intelligently without asking questions about the

_reliability of the information they contain: the evaluating of
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38 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY S |
testimony, among the most important of the historian’s tasks, b
is something we must all undertake. That is clear enough, but g 1
it is equally clear that we cannot all carry out the undertaking - j;f,' r
with equal skill, and that a person with a training in historical -3l
method has in this matter an enormous advantage over one M
who has only his untrained intelligence on which to rely. E ||
Anyone who doubts that and thinks that history is an affair %
of common sense and nothing else may be invited to put his %
opinion to a practical test: to take, say, a collection of documents =
dealing with the origins of the first world war and construct - ¢
on that basis a history of the events which led to it. He will be - -'
surprised at the difficulties into which he will fall and shocked
at the simplicities in his thinking which any professional "%
historian will point out.

I propose therefore to take it that history can be described
as scientific in one respect at any rate, namely that it is a study
with its own recognized methods, which must be mastered by
anyone who hopes to be proficient at it. The question now 3
arises how it stands in regard to the other three characteristics &
noted above. - '

So far as the second of our points is concerned, there seems
to be a clear difference between history and the sciences; for
the most casual acquaintarce with historical work 1s enough to
establish that it does not issue in a series of explicit generaliza-
tions. It is true that history is Sometimes said to point to certain
““lessons,” and these certainly take the form of general truths: #
Lord Acton’s celebrated dictum that “all power corrupts, and 3
absolute power corrupts absolutely’” is an example. But though
judgments of that sort are found from time to time in historical
works, it cannot be said that they constitute the historian’s
main concern. e

The central preoccupation of the historian, there seems no 4
doubt, is not with generalities, but with the precise course of 1§
individual events: it is this which he hopes to recount and render 7
intelligible. He wants, as we said before, to say precisely what - |
happened and, in doing so, to explain why 1t happened as it
did. And this means that his attention must be concentrated -
on the events which are the immediate object of his scrutiny:

‘unlike the scientist, he is not all the time led beyond those §
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HISTORY AND THE SCIENCES 39

events to consideration of the general principles which they
illustrate. He is interested, for example, in the French Revolu-

. tion of 1789 or the English Revolution of 1688 or the Russian
. Revolution of 1917; not (except incidentally) in the general

character of revolutions as such, That is why the average history
book ends when the writer has finished his account of the

period under review; if the historian’s interest were the samc
as the scientist’s it would include another chapter, thc most

_important in the work, in which the main lessons of the events
‘in question would be set out in general terms.

A sceptical reader may remain unconvinced of the soundness
of the argument here for two reasons. One is the existence 1n
historical works of explicit generalizations of the kind exempli-
fied by Lord Acton’s dictum; to these I shall return. The other,
which can be dealt with more easily, is the consideration that
historical thinking does involve a certain element of generality
which the above account appears to exclude.

I refer here to the fact that historians are not content to

“recount the events of a given period seriatim; they further

conceive it to be their business to elucidate, for example, the

" temper and characteristics of a whole age or people. Thus

they write on such topics as medieval England or the Enlighten-
ment in France or the age of the Victorians, and contrive to tell
us in the course of their works a good deal about the general
characteristics of men who lived in those times and places. But
though this activity of theirs is very important, and certainly

- falls within their proper province, it affords in itself no ground
- for confusing historical with scientific thinking. For the judg-

" ments to which it gives rise, though general in comparison with
~ statements of individual facts, are not universal judgments in

the true sense; they are simply highly condensed summaries of

' particular occurrences.

A brief comparison of historical with scientific procedure

t proper will bring this out. When a physicist formulates laws

about the behaviour of moving bodies, those laws are intended
by him to apply to anything which satisfies, has satisfied or will
satisfy the definition of that term; in the language of logic, such

-laws refer to “‘open” classes, classes whose meémbers can never

be enumerated because they are potentially infinite in number.

Marfat.com



' 40 INTRODUCTION:TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY ' AWl

."i‘ﬂ : rl In': =

.....
.......

]

But when historians discuss the outlook of, say, educafed men "4
in eighteenth-century France, they are referring to a class which %
is “cloged,” one whose-membets could in principle be enumer- . 3%
ated. They are talking not, as a scientist (e.g. a sociologist) |
would, about all men, past, present and future, who have * ¥
certain characteristics, but about all zhe men who in fact lived g
at a certain time and in a certain area. And these are two very .&f
different things. | S

I do not wish to disguise the fact that this subject of general- . %}
ization in history is a tricky one, on which a good deal more
will need to be said: but the reader may be willing to grant at
this point that there is at least a prima facie case for differentiat-
ing history from natural science in regard to it. And the impres- 7§
sion will perhaps be confirmed if we pass on to consider the &
question of prediction in history. As we saw above, the scient-
ist’s ability to make successful predictions springs directly from
his preoccupation with what is typical, or of general interest,
in the events he investigates. Conversely, the fact that, on the
surface at least, historians are not concerned to predict at all
would argue that their fundamental attitude to the facts is
quite different from that which scientists take up.

That historians study the past for its own sake, not for any
light the study may be exgected to throw on the future course
of events, would be genefally accounted a platitude. But the
matter is perhaps not quite so simple as this suggests. In the
first place, we have to ask whether the historian’s concern with
the past is as disinterested as at first sight appears. Surely it 1s
not absurd to maintain that we study the past because we
think the study will illuminate the present, and should not do
so if we had no such belief. If the past were utterly irrelevant
to the present, should we take any interest in it at all? And 1f
it is pointed out that this can be admitted without turning
historians into prophets (for the present is after all not the 1
future), we may counter by asking whether it is not the case i
that study of the history of a country or a movement does put -

|
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us in a better position to forecast its future. A person who
knows a good .deal about, say, the history of Germany is in "’
some respects at least better equipped to say how Germany -
is likely to develop in the future than one who is utterly

*
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‘norant of that history. Historians may not be prophets, but
;' they are often in a position to prophesy. .
1., There is a further point to be considered in this connection.

w

' '1t has been said that whilst it is certainly not the business of
' historians to predict the future, it is very much their business
E  to “retrodict’ the past: to establish, on the basis of present
| * evidence, what the past must have been like. And it is argued
8 that the procedure of the historian in “retrodicting™ IS
" exactly parallel to that of the scientist in predicting, sincc In
* each case the argument proceeds from the conjunction of
particular premises (that so-and-so is the case now) with
general truths, in the case of scierice laws of nature, in that of
history laws governing human behaviour in situations of this
kind or that.
These considerations reopen the whole question of the
place of generalizations in historical thinking, but we shall not
* pursue the questions they raise further in the present context.
We must be content to reaffirm the surface difference between
history and science in regard to the second and third of our
points. Scientists, as we saw, are primarily interested in
general truths, and they do make it their business to predict;
historians, by way of contrast, are primarily occupied with
individual events, and seldom give expression to truly universal
conclusions in the course of their work. This concentration of
theirs on what individually happened perhaps explains their
failure to predict, despite the advantage which their work
“gives them in this matter over those who have no historical
knowledge. But we must leave this subject, and that of *“‘retro-
diction,”’ for further discussion later.
- The problems raised for history by the fourth characteristic
. of scientific thinking—its objectivity—are so complex that they
~ demand a chapter to themselves. For the present I must be
‘content to refer the reader back to the brief discussion in
Chapter I, from which he will gather that there is a sense 1n
which history does claim to be an objective study, if only -
because historical statements and interpretations are intended
- by their authors to be true or false. But the subject is grossly
- misrepresented if we attempt to state a conclusion about it

1 This useful term was suggested, I believe, by Prof. G. Ryle.
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in a simple formula, and it will .be well to reserve judgment % ;
until full discussion is possible. Fortunately we can do this g
without prejudice to the determination of our main point in )
the pfesent chapter. ' _.

§ 4. Two Theories of Historical Thinking

Iet us now attempt to sum up the position as it stands at
the present stage of the argument. After rejecting the suggestion
that history is co-ordinate with sense-perception (that it is
simply a backward extension of present experience), we passed
on to consider its relations to the sciences. We enumerated |
various characteristics of scientific thinking, and asked if any- *
thing corresponding to them could be found in history. And
our result has been a somewhat indecisive one, for though we
found history, to possess one of the characteristics mentioned,
it was less easy to be.sure about the others. It was, however, .
evident that the whole orientation of the historian’s thought is
different from that of the scientist, in that the historian is |
primarily concerned with what individually happened in the .
past, whilst the scientist’s aim is to formulate universal laws.
And this difference will remain even if it should turn out that *~
general truths are presupposed in historical thinking, without
being made explicit there. At least no historian has as his main
object to arrive at truths obthat kind.*

What is the moral of this situation? Philosophers have,
in fact, drawn two quite dilferent conclusions from it and
produced two quite different theories of historical thinking to -
meet the various points made above. I shall end this chapter
with a sketch of these rival theories and a brief discussion of
some points of strength and weakness in each.

The first theory, which originated in Germany towards
the end of the last century, was taken up a little later by the
Italian philosopher Croce and passed into English philosophy
through his follower, R. G. Collingwood, is the standard idealist
account of historical knowledge.? Roughly it runs as follows.
History, because it offers a connected body of knowledge

—
[ T

1 Prof. Toynbee may seem an exception to this dictum. For a brief dis-
cussion of his views see Ch. VI1II below. - |
2 Though not all British idealists would accept it : see pp. 12-13 above.

f

- T 1-l -
R ™ e :

! E i = - i '-._
- 5 o . - ....,r [ = -_T-. r
z | T . P Ty e e =L -
cokr v e i S e

o L T W § .'!'J-;L-'.r' T b R g

Martat.com



ar HISTORY AND THE SCIENCES 43

* methodically arrived at, is a science; but it is a science of a

“ peculiar kind. It is not an abstract but a concrete science, and

! it terminates not in general knowledge but in knowledge of

" individual truths. That 1t does this (if the claim is correct)
should not be accounted a point of weakness in history, but

. rather one of strength. We can see this by reflecting on the

considerations (1) that the ultimate aim of all judgment 1s to

! - characterize reality in its individual detail, and (2) that abstract

| - sciences (by which we may understand what are normally
called the sciences in English—i.e. the natural sciences) con-
spicuously fail to achieve this aim. For, as Descartes saw 1n
discussing scientific method long ago,' these sciences do not
describe concrete fact but deal in mere possibilities. ‘‘If p,
then ¢” is the form which their conclusions take, and such
hypothetical propositions can be formulated, and what 1s more,

*can be true, even if there are no actual examples of the con-
nections in question. This is not to deny the obvious truth that
the inductive sciences at any rate have a point of contact with
reality in that they arise out of, and constantly come back to,
reflection on the data of perception. It is to stress rather that
the results at which such sciences arrive, just because they
purport to state universal connections, are none of them
categorically true of fact. In logical language, they are
formulated in propositions which lack existential 1mport.

~ They do not state what actually is the case, but what might be
if certain conditions were fulfilled.

.~ This account of scientific propositions might well be
accepted by philosophers who are generally out of sympathy
with the idealist point of view. What of the other part of the
theory, that history affords us knowledge of the individual?
Here we must make clear that a very substantial claim is being
made for the historian. It is being asserted, in effect, that
historical thinking is not discursive, i.e. does not reach its
conclusions by applying general concepts to particular cases,
but is, in a certain sense, intuitive. And, the basis of the claim

is to be found, if the supporters of the theory are to be believed,

_ by considering the special nature of the subject-matter with
which history deals.

Y Discourse on Method, Pt. V1,
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44 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY i
We have argued above that the proper object of the his- 58
torian is the doings and experiences of human beings in the T3
past. That thesis was put forward as one which philosophers of " ¥
all schools ought to accept; but it is only candid to remark _-'-;._ -
that it is particularly congenial to idealists. For, these writers .24
say, the doings and experiences of human beings are the doings
and experiences of minds, and we can grasp these in their 4
concrete detail just because we have (or are) minds ourselves. %%
Nature we must look at from the outside, but thoughts and .3
experiences are accessible to us from within. We can grasp .
them in a unique way because we can re-think or re-live them, 34
imaginatively putting ourselves in the place of the persons, 8
past or present, who first thought or experienced them. This
process of imaginative re-living, it is maintained, is central in '}
historical thinking, and explains why that study can give us the . |
individual knowledge which other sciences fail to provide.  * ]
The strength of the theory just outlined clearly lies in its
apparent correspondence to psychical fact. In our everyday
lives we all of us find it possible to put ourselves, to some extent
at least, in other people’s places, and to enter into their -
thoughts and feelings by so doing. By this process of sympa-
thetic understanding we are able to penetrate their minds
and appreciate why they act as they do. And, on the surfaceat
least, the process is not one of argument. When we see 2 man |
in obvious pain, we do not say to ourselves: “Here 1s a man
whose face is contorted, who utters cries and groans, €tc.;
persons who do these things are in pain; therefore this man is
in pain.”” We see that he is in pain at once, feel for him immeds- -
ately. And if this is true of our understanding of our con-
temporaries, it seems natural to extend it, mutatis mutandis,
to the understanding of past persons’ thoughts and experiences,
for no difference of principle is involved in the two sets of cases. -
Here too our understanding seems to be, in a sense, immediate

and intuitive: a point which is brought out by our putting .
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imagination high on the list of qualities which a successful

historian must possess. - ~ e 4

~ But if the theory thus has an immediate attraction, it must
also be admitted that there are obvious objections to it, To say

nothing of criticisms of the initial thesis, which we have -
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£~’f accepted ourselves, that history is properly concerned with
5. human experiences, we can well ask if apparent correspondence
t with fact is a sufficient guarantee of the main plank in the

idealist platform. Granted that we do appear to feel for others

" immediately, to enter into their thoughts without explicit
. argument, is it so certain that no concealed inference is involved?

If the process is as immediate as some idealists have made

- out, why does it sometimes lead to false conclusions? And how

are we to explain the fact that in psychology, which purports
to be the science of the mind, success has been achieved only

when enquirers have abandoned intuitive methods and
- approached their subject-matter with the presuppositions of

natural science? How too do we explain the occasional emergence
of general propositions in historical arguments? Are they there
simply because the historians who enunciate them are corrupted
by false philosophical theory, or is there a different reason for
their presence? Can what has been said about “retrodiction™
above be completely discounted, that process being absorbed
without remainder into the sympathetic understanding of
which we have spoken? |

To these questions the idealist school has its answers, but
we shall not discuss them here. Our purpose has been merely
to give a preliminary sketch of a theory which stresses the
autonomy of historical thinking in a particularly extreme form.
We must now turn to consider a very different view.

The origin of this second theory is to be found in nineteenth-
century positivism, and it will be convenient to refer to it as the
positivist thesis. One of the primary aims of positivism in
most of its forms has been to vindicate the unity of science: to
show that, apart from purely analytic disciplines like mathe-
matics and formal logic, all branches of knowledge which deserve
their name depend on the same basic procedures of observation,
conceptual reflection and verification. This programme clearly

‘excludes anything like the idealist account of history, and

indeed involves a denial of the view that history is, in any
important sense, an autonomous branch of learning. Against

-this it is contended that procedure in history does not differ
in principle from that of natural science. In each case conclu-
-~ sions are reached by appeal to general truths, the only difference
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being that the historian usually does not, while the scientist .}
does, make the generalizations to which he appeals explicit. = 38
At this point we must note a divergence within the positivist, 3%
school. The old-fashioned positivists, followers of Auguste
Comte, whilst agreeing that history was not in the form in
which they knew it a science, hoped none the less to raige it to
scientific status. That advance was possible, they thought, if
historians Wwould turn their attention from individual facts
to the principles which they illustrated: if they would abandon
mere fact-grubbing and proceed to formulate the lessons or
laws of history. When they did this, Comte thought, history 7§
would be raised to the scientific level, and would become - §
identical with the science of sociology. But, as we noted before, 4
this suggestion did not commend itself to working historians,
and more resent sympathizers with the positivist programme
have adopted a different attitude to history. The historian 1s
now allowed (as, for example, by Dr. K. R. Popper?) to remain
preoccupied with particular events, and is not urged to abandon
them for higher things, as he was by Comte; but he is granted
this concession only at the expense of recognizing that history
is something less than a science. History is comparable not to
the sciences proper but to practical activities like engineering.
In each case general knowledge is involved and applied, but
in each case the centre of Mterest is in the particular specimen s
under examination. And if it js asked what general knowledge f
i

is in question, the answer is that that depends on the kind of
history. Historians use general knowledge of every kind, trivial
and technical, according to their subject-matter. But there
is no case where they reach conclusions without appealing to
general propositions at all.

The attraction of this view is the attraction of all positivism:
its avoidance of mystery-mongering. History, to judge from
the way some philosophers speak of it, is a thing about which we
all ought to be particularly solemn, since it offers that individual
knowledge which other sciences pursue in vain. But the positivist
theory, especially in its later form, removes all ground for such
solemnity. It sees nothing peculiar in the fact that the historian
is concerned with particular events: so are we all in our daily

-1 See The Open Society, Vol. I1, pp. 248-52, 342-4.+ s

o A e L R )
g k M= = i
i 5 N e = - SRR :

1 vl 1 n ' i Ty i ™
SRR S T L K R & ; o o | [T T
. 1""- r:. i h + N - LI 1. g i | .
Fﬁ‘_ 'h.'. .'!_‘}i' ' 2 Foy B - B L5 o

Martat.com



HISTORY AND THE SCIENCES 47

~ lives! And it argues that historical understanding involves
- precisely the same reference to general truths which 1z madec
' in any deductive argument. Thus historical thinking can be
" geen to possess no peculiarities of its own, but to be in principle
_one with scientific thinking. History is not a science, but equally
it is not an extra-scientific source of knowledge.

This is no doubt a comforting conclusion to come to,
especially if we are scientifically minded. But it may be asked
if the reasoning which establishes it is altogether sound. In this
connection it is pertinent to note that the whole philosophy of
positivism has, paradoxically enough in a school so opposed to
metaphysics, a strong a priort flavour about it. I1aving decided
in advance that all knowledge must be one, positivists proceed
to lay down a formula for what constitutes scientific knowledge
and scientific argument, and then to test all existing disciplines
by their ability to fit this Procrustes’ bed. Some, such as meta-
physics and theology, are told they consist of nonsense-pro-
~ positions; history is treated more politely, but still in a some-

what high-handed way. And we may well wonder whether a
different approach to the subject, in which we begin not from
a general theory but from a scrutiny of the actual procedures of
historians, will bear out all the positivists say. On the face of
things at least it is not likely that the idealists, many of whom
have had personal experience of advanced historical work, are
wholly wrong in their view of the subject. But to come to some
decision between them and the positivists we must broach the
. whole subject of historical explanation, and this will demand

a chapter to itself.
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CHAPTER 111

HISTORICAL EXPLANATION

§ 1. Collingwood’s Theory of History '
I PROPOSE to begin my discussion of this subject with a b
fuller consideration of the idealist theory of historical thinking 3
briefly sketched towards the end of the last chapter. I do this 4
because the idealists have to offer a bold and clear-cut account 4
of explanation in history, with which anyone who deals with §
the subject must come to terms. And it is the more necessary A
for an English writer to pay attention to this theory, in that a
form of it was advocated by the most recent and most consider- |
able writer on philosophy of history in the language, R. G. #
Collingwood. Collingwood did not himself live to complete the
large-scale work on the subject which he had planned for many -
years before his premature death.in 1943; but his posthumous 3
book, The' Idea of Histo, edited from lectures and papers he. ¢
left, gives, together with hig earlier publications, a fair idea of ?
the view he was trying to establish. (‘1
The idealist theory of history, we may begin by remarking, ij
consists in essentials of two propositions. First, that history is, |
in a sense which remains to be specified, properly concerned
with human thoughts and experiences. And second that, just
because of this, historical understanding is of a unique®and j
:mmediate character. The historian, it is maintained, can !
penetrate to the inner nature of the events he is studying,.can 1
grasp them as it were from within. This is an advantage which
can never be enjoyed by the natural scientist, who can never:
know what it is like to be a physical object in the way in’ which’
an historian can know what it was like to be Julius Cesar. In
Collingwood’s words:: . O
“To the scientist, nature is-always and merely a ‘pheno~3
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HISTORICAL EXPLANATION 49

menon,’ not in the sense of being defective in reality, but in the
sense of being a spectacle presented to his intelligent observation;
whereas the events of history are never mere phenomena, never
mere spectacles for contemplation, but things which the historian
looks, not at, but through, to discern the thought within them.”

(Idea of Hustory, p. 214.)

History is intelligible in this way because it is a manifestation
of mind. Whether nature manifests mind in fact we cannot
say: that is a metaphysical question on which no agreement
has so far been possible. But at least we know that the natural
scientist has to treat it as if it does not. The sterility of ancient
and medieval physics proved the practical impossibility of
assuming that it did.

Now it should be noticed that, of these two propositions,
whilst the second is hardly likely to be true unless the first s,
the first can be true even if the second is false. It may be that
all history is, in some sense, the history of thonght, without
its following that historical understanding is unique and
immediate. But before we say anything about that we should
turn our attention to the first proposition, and 1n particular
to its key-word “‘thought.’”’

When it is said that history is essentially concerned with
“thought,”” what is being referred to? The term is capable of
both a wider and a narrower meaning, and the ambiguity 1s
reflected in an important division among supporters of the
idealist theory. For the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey

"(1833-1911), history, along with e.g. law, economics, literary
~criticism and sociology, belonged to the group of studies he

called sciences of mind (Geisteswissenschaften). The character-

istic of these studies, which contrasted with the natural sciences
- (Naturwissenschaften), was that their subject-matter could be
- “lived through” (erlebt).or known from within. Now what can
. be “lived through” in Dilthey’s sense is human experiences in
the widest use of the term: men’s feelings, emotions and sensa-
tions, as ‘well as their thinkings and reasonings. Hence, for
Dilthey, to:say that history was properly concerned with human
thoughts would be the same as to say it was concerned with
human experiences: the word “thoughts” would be used
generically, much as cogitatio is in the philosophy of Descartes.
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50 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY " . #f

Dilthey would have denied that all history is the history of - 3§
thought if that were understood to mean the history of thinking =&
proper, considering such a conception altogether too narrow S
and intellectualistic to fit the facts. | .

But Collingwood, who was certainly familiar with Dilthey’s “#8
theories, deliberately opted for this narrow view. When /e $
said that all history was the history of thought, he meant that - -3
it was properly concerned with intellectual operations. All
thinking, he explained, took place against a background of
feeling and emotion, but it was not with that that the historian -
was concerned. The historian could not be occupied with that,
background, because he could not hopé to re-live it. It was 3
only thoughts in the strict sense which were capable of resur- .'§
rection, and so only thoughts could constitute the subject-
matter of history.

The reader may well be puzzled to know what led Colling-
wood to maintain so apparently extreme and paradoxical a
theory as this, and it will perhaps be worth our while to look
at the contrasting views more closely.

Dilthey supported his theory of the autonomy of the i
Geisteswissenschaften with an account of how mental operations = %
are known. At the centre of this were his concepts of “expres-
sion”” and ‘‘understanding.” According to him, all our mental ¥
experiences—feelings, em®dtions, thinkings—tend to get some ¥
sort of external expression, Thinking, for example, is normally g

accompanied by spoken or written words or other symbols,

grief by one sort of facial expression and bodily behaviour, joy*
by another, and so on. The process of understanding the |
minds of other people, and for that matter part of the process %
of understanding our own minds, is one of interpreting these ;%
expressions, But Dilthey was emphatic that it was not a process 5
of inference. We pass directly, he appears to think, from %
awareness of the expression to awareness of that which it
expresses; or rather, though we do not get at the original
experience itself, we have in ourselves an experience precisely
like it. Thus when I see someone showing all the signs of pain
I am immediately pained myself. I know what it is like to be the 3
man in question because my mental state corresponds exactly
to his, : | te ? ‘i
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HISTORICAL EXPLANATION 51

< Two criticisms can be made of this account. First, it can be
" asked why, if Dilthey is right in thinking the process to be
. immediate and not inferential, we so often get it wrong. That
' we do commonly misread people’s thoughts and feelings could
 not be denied; and it seems most natural to say that when we
‘do we draw the wrong conclusions from the evidence at our
disposal—the expressions of which Dilthey speaks. In that
case the process is, after all, one of inference. And secondly,
it may be suggested that Dilthey’s theory leads to a fundamen-
tally sceptical position. If we can never get at the actual experi-
§ ence which gave rise to a certain expression, how do we know
that our own experience is, as he assures us, precisely like 1t?
" It looks as if Dilthey was involved here in the common difficul-
ties of the representative theory of knowledge, and had not
sufficiently considered how to avoid them. :
Collingwood felt the force of both these points, though he
was in general sympathy with Dilthey’s point of view and alive
to the great importance for history of the theory of expression.
But he wanted to avoid scepticism about historical knowledge
and, as part of that, to avoid having to say that we can make
~ only more or less well-founded guesses about other people’s
minds, including the minds of past persons. And the only way
he saw of doing that was to argue that all we could know of
them was their thinkings and reasonings in the strict sense.
That we could know'so much he maintained on the ground
that acts of thought, as opposed to the felt background against
‘which they took place, were intrinsically capable of revival
" after an interval. If, for example, I began to think about a
. subject which 1 had not considered for years, I might (though
- I should not always) succeed in reviving my previous thoughts
i about it, though my thinking now would have a different
. background of emotion and feeling from what it had then;
. and if T thought about the history of Julius Casar I might
succeed in reviving his thoughts too. The fact that Casar’s
thoughts had not previously constituted part of my mental
history was no obstacle to this: there was, Collingwood said,
“no tenable theory of personal identity” preventing the same
‘act of thought from falling within two different mental series.
Hence a history confined strictly to the history of thinking

-
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‘was a perfectly feasible enterprlse though one undEtatoﬂd ltl ﬂ-a } ‘
wider sense was not.! -
Accordingly for Collingwood the central cancept of ‘hmtory
is the concept of action, i.e. of thought expressing itself in’: T
external behaviour. Hlstorlans have, he ‘believed, to Etal:t #"
from the merely physical or from descnptmns of - the merely f
physical; but their aim is to penetrate behind these to the<
thought which underlay them. Thus they may start from the ; iy
bare fact that a person (or, more strictly, a body) called Julius % by
Casar on a certain day in 49 B.C crossed the River Rubicon ¥
with such-and-such forces. But they are not content to stop }
there; they want to go on and find out what was in Cesar’s :}
mind, what thought lay behind those bodily movements. In 7§
Collingwood’s own terminology, they want to pass from the <}
“outside” of the event to its “inside.”” And once they make ]
that transition, he ¢laims, the action becomes for them fully £

intelligible:

“For history, the object to be discovered is not the mere .
event, but the thought expressed in it. To discover that thought -
is already to understand it. After the historian has ascertained
the facts, there is no further process of inquiring into the causes.
When he knows what happened, he already knows why it .
happened.” (Idea of History, p. 214.) 3

'If I know what Nelson dld at the battle of Trafalgar, to use a F"’
favourite example of Collingwood’s, I also know why he did 1t, g
because I make his thoughts mine and pass from one to another J
as I should in my own thinking. I have no need of any general
knowledge of the behaviour of admirals in sea battles to attain  *
this understanding. It is not, in fact, a matter of discursive, but
of immediate knowledge. But it is only this because thought
and thought alone is in question,

§ 2. Criticisms of Collingwood’s Theory

_ We may agree to take Collingwood’s version of the 1deahst .
theory as its standard form for our present purposes, and must -
now proceed to comment on it. I shall concentrate first on™ -
what he has to say about the central importance for history of ﬁ

1 For this difficult argument cf The Idea of History, pp- 282 #; and .
pp. 91-3 below. | |
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1 %&- the conception of action, and on his description of the historian’s
| % procedure as being the re-thinking of past thoughts.
Exception may be taken to these views on various grounds.
¥.* "Thus (1) supporters of materialist theories of histo rical interpre-
| ¢'tation would certainly ridicule them as implying a ludicrous
"'neglect of the natural background to historical events. To say
that all history is the history of thought is to suggest at least
| . that men make their own history, free of determination by
" patural forces; and what could be more absurd? But this
criticism sounds more devastating than it in fact is. We have
! only to remember that the thought of which Collingwood 1s
talking is thought in action, not the thought of abstract specula-
tion, to turn its edge. Why should we suppose him to have been
. unaware that such thought develops out of, and 1n response to,
a background of natural as well as human forces? His theory
would certainly be silly if it neglected that fact; but have we
any reason to suppose that it does?
(2) - Passing this point by, we may next consider the criticism
* that Collingwood’s view would only hold water if all human
» actions were deliberate, when so many of them clearly are not.
~ What the historian has to do, he tells us, is to penetrate from
the external event to the thought which constituted it and
re-think that thought. But a great many actions which history
~ investigates were done on the spur of the moment, 1n response
to a sudden impulse; and how Collingwood’s programme is to
be carried out in regard to these is not immediately obvious.

) With this criticism we may connect another, that the
theory is plausible only so long as certain types of history are
considered. So long as we concentrate our attention on
biography, political and military history, it sounds reasonable

enough; but if we pass to the consideration of, for example,
~ economic history, it becomes very much more difficult to apply.
. - Is it at all illuminating to say that one who deals with, e.g. the
~ history of prices is essentially concerned with human actions,
- and that his proper business is to re-think the thoughts of the
~agents who did them? What actions and whose thoughts are
. In question here? -
Of these two objections, the first can perhaps be met with
- the reflection that much action which is impulsive and, to that

i
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extent, seems ‘“‘thoughtless,” can none the less be shown on ' ¢8&
further investigation to be the expression of thought. If T =38
strike a man in a fit of passion my action is certainly not' §§®
deliberate; but it would be idle to -deny that there was, as we  4}8
say, an idea behind it. I wanted to hit the man and express my *3;
displeasure, however little I had an explicit plan before my ;]
mind. And it can be contended with fair plausibility that the &
historian in studying impulsive acts and seeking to uncover &x
the thoughts behind them has a task which compares at some
points with that of the psycho-analyst, whose success in
revealing carefully worked out plans behind apparently
irrational actions is surely relevant to the subject we are con-
sidering. :
The force of the other objection, too, depends on the assump-:_ ¥
tion that thetheory will only work if the thoughts spoken of are
embodied in deliberate acts of thinking occurring in the minds
of single agents. The actions with which economic history deals
are the actions of innumerable agents—in fact, all those who
take part in the economic processes under investigation. And
the thoughts which the economic historian tries to get at are
expressed, often enough, in complicated series of actions
carried out by different persons over long stretches of time,
few, if any, of whom are aware of the direction of the whole .
movement. It'may well b€ impossible to detect any deliberate - §;
plan here; but is that an insuperable objection to the idealist (f
‘theory? Surely there is nothing very revolutionary in the
suggestion that an idea can be persistently influential without ™
its being continuously before anyone’s mind: it can have, as it

g

were, a background effect, being assumed unconsciously by 7
persons who have never explicitly thought about it. And I do
not see why this should not apply to the sphere of economic
as much as it does to, say, that of political or cultural history. 1}

. The force of both criticisms derives from the mistaken
identification of what a person has in mind with what he has

before his mind. It'is falsely believed that when we say that -

.jl
historians have to penetrate’ to the thoughts behind men’s
overt actions we imply that every action has two parts: first

~ thinking and then physical doing. The difficulties we hav.e been
discussing then arise, as there clearly are many cases which the.
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¥ form suggested just will not fit. But though Collingwood’s
-.%i;la.nguage in this context (in particular, his emphasis on the
#% need for re-thinking past thoughts) is not free from ambiguity,
it is not essential to interpret him as having made this objec-
" tionable assumption. It makes sense to speak of discovering the
* ‘thought behind a physical act even in cases where thinking
'did mot precede overt action; and indeed we often attempt to

“do this sort of thing in everyday life, for example in the law
{- . courts.

(4) This must also be our answer to the frontal attack on
~ the innerjouter dichotomy as applied to action delivered by
- Professor Ryle in his recent book, The Concept of Mind.!

Professor Ryle objects to this terminology on the ground that

~ if we speak both of a man’s overt doings and of the thoughts
they express, and argue that it is the business of the historian
to pass from the former to the latter, we set him an impossible
task, since the thoughts here spoken of are, by definition,
private to the person who has them and accessible to no-one
- else. In so doing we involve ourselves in the traditional philoso-
~ phical problem of our knowledge of other minds, a problem
which cannot be solved satisfactorily for the simple reason that
it rests on a gross misunderstanding. If we will only recognize
that, as Professor Ryle puts it, “‘overt intelligent performances
are not clues to the working of minds; they are those workings,”"
misunderstanding and problem disappear together.

- But the inner/outer terminology can be defended without
accepting the implications Professor Ryle ascribes to its sup-
porters. It can be accepted on the respectable ground that it
is empirically illuminating: that it does represent something

- that historians, lawyers, politicians and ordinary men do in
i .the course of their normal thinking. Sometimes (very often, so
- far as history is concerned) they find themselves confronted
-with a bare record of the physical doings of certain agents;

and in these circumstances they set themselves to discover the

ideas or thoughts or intentions which the agents in question
" had, whether explicitly or not, “in mind.” To say that in
-these circumstances they are trying to move from the “outer”™

1 Pp. 56—58.
: 2 Op. cit., p. 58,
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to the “inner” aspect of an action or set pf actmﬁs is {6 enfpioy |

a metaphor which may be dangerously misleading for philoso-- 23
phers; but it would not mislead any historian or man of aﬁﬁm :

who kept his wits about him. For.after all it is the sort of thin
we all of us do in following current events in the political World, > ;
when we ask, for example, what Stalin.is “thmkm of”’ in ;g8
sending Vyslunsky to Washington, or speculate on what “lies 1
behind” the more or less well-attested physical fact that large . &3
bodies of Russian troops are moving east to west across Poland. ™
What Professor Ryle has done is bring out in a striking -4}
way the misleading character of Collingwood’s language of 4§
“‘re-thinking,” which is inadequate for the purposes for which
it is intended. The historian has certainly to do more than - §
re-think the thoughts which were explicitly before the minds of 3§
those whose Jactions he studies, even in cases where the acts §§
were deliberate. Historical characters, as Hegel pointed out, 1§
often accomplish (and for that matter attempt) more than they =
know, and this must be allowed for in any tenable account of .
historical thinking. But I think myself that the allowance can 3
be made inside the context of the idealist theory without
destroying that theory’s main contentions.
What this comes to is that we ought, despite Professor Ryle,* %

to accept the idealist theory of expression as substantially
correct. We remarked earHer that it was hardly likely that the
idealists, who have a good deal of genuine historical work to
their credit (Dilthey, Croce and Collingwood, to name only
three, were all experienced historians), had wholly miscon- ﬂ
ceived the nature of historical thinking; and the point is sup- \é{
~ ported by the present case. Whatever our view of the rest of &
their theory, we cannot deny that the idealists have rightly
emphasized the difference between the attitude a naturals 7
scientist adopts towards the facts he investigates and that. |
taken up by historians towards their evidence. B
The difference is well put by Collingwood, 1n a passage ¥
already quoted, where he speaks of historians.looking not at, -
but through, historical phenumena, to discern the thuught_ %
within them. We canillustrate it by comparing, the procedure “’3
of a palezontologist with that of an archzologist towards their
respective “finds.” 'Fhe forrher takes his remains as, evidence %
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*%‘* enabling him to reconstruct the physical appearance and
4 characteristics of the animals whose bones they are, and to
1 - work out the evolution of species now extinct. But the latter,
1, when he discovers remains of a settlement or a camp, is not
" content with reconstructing the physical appearance 1t must
. have presented when actually occupied; he wants further to
use it as evidence throwing light on the thoughts and expeni-
ences of the people who lived or fought there. 'T'o put the point
another way, whereas nature is all on the surface (as Gocthe
cryptically remarked, it has “‘neither shell nor kernel™), history
has both inside and outside. And it is with its inside that
historians are properly concerned.

But though we are thus prepared to defend the first part of
the idealist theory, it does not follow that we accept the whole
idealist account of historical explanation. To say that historians
must penetrate behind the phenomena they study is one thing;
to hold that such penetration is achieved by an intuitive act 1s
something very different.

Can we find any reason for accepting so extravagant a view?
Collingwood, as we have seen, confined the sympathetic
understanding which Dilthey had been prepared to extend to
all mental experiences to acts of thinking in the strict sense;
but I doubt if we can follow him even in that. When he tells
us that a study of the evidence will enable us to grasp in a
single act both what Nelson thought at Trafalgar and why he
thought it, and that this knowledge is achieved without reference
to any general propositions about the behaviour of admirals,
we may well wonder whether he has not been deceived by his
own example. We feel that there is no major difficulty about the
doctrine when it is applied to persons like Nelson and Julius
.Casar, because we assume all too easily that Nelson and Julius
Casar were men like ourselves. But if we try to apply it to the
‘actions of an African witch-doctor or a Viking chief, we may
well begin to have serious doubts about it. To make anything
of the behaviour of such persons, we should all be inclined
to say, we need something more than sympathetic unders:and-
_-ing; we need experience, first- or second-hand, of the ways in
" which they commonly react to the situations in which they find

. themselves.
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But for an idealist to admit this is to give his whole case%§
away, for that experience reduces to awareness, explicit or AN
implicit, of certain general truths. What is being said, in fact, S
is that the process of interpreting the behaviour in question is’J’
one of inference in the ordinary sense. And if this applies to
unfamiliar cases like that of the witch-doctor, should it not ;S
apply to familiar cases too? Is it not true that our understanding %
of Nelson depends in an important way on our knowing some-~ 3§
thing about the conduct of sea battles generally? If we had no '
such knowledge, should we understand his actions at all? |

T conclude that Collingwood’s main thesis will not bear %
examination. It is not true that we grasp and understand the
thought of past persons in a single act of intuitive insight. §
We have to discover what they were thinking, and find out %
why they thought it, by interpreting the evidence before us, F
and this process of interpretation is one in which we make at 4§
least implicit reference to general truths, The historian cer- 4
tainly has to do something different from the scientist, but he. £
has no special powers of insight to help him carry out the task. 3
He needs imagination in a large degree, but he needs experience 8
too. To suggest that he can do his job by putting himself in the " 38
place of the persons he studies, whilst appearing to answer to §
the facts, is not ultimately illuminating. For the process of &
putting oneself in another’® place is itself susceptible of further 3§
analysis. ‘ | i

I shall be dealing later with some further problems arising %
out of the preceding discussion, which bears on the question of .4
historical truth no less than on that of historical explanation. i
For the present I need only add the remark that the rejection |,
of Collingwood’s version of the theory removes any incentive '§
there was for accepting his very narrow definition of the field &
- of history. Collingwood himself proposed to confine history -3
to thought proper because he believed that thinking alone “3
could be understood in his peculiar sense: it was only of think- ‘3
ing that we could have individual and direct knowledge. "8
But we have seen reasons for rejecting his view, and can there- 2
fore go-back without hesitation to the wider formula from whichg
we started—that history is concerned with the. doings and

by 8

experiences of human beings in the past. The historian, we.{
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e HISTORICAL EXPLANATION 50
““shall continue to say, does try to resurrect the thought of the
“past; but he is interested not solely in ideas proper, but also
“ in the background of feeling and emotion which those ideas
had. When he attempts to uncover the spirit of an age, it 13 not
merely its intellectual life he hopes to penetrate: he wants to
get at its emotional life too. No doubt, as Collingwood saw,
there are difficulties in his carrying out the task, but they apply
to both parts of it. If historical scepticism is justified, it applies

to thought as well as to feeling.

- § 3. “Colligation” in History
' The position now reached is that we have rejected the main
contention of the idealists about historical explanation and
{ argued that it involves some sort of reference to general truths.
"' This may seem to commit us without further ado to some form
of the positivist thesis (above, pp. 45-7). But before accepting
that conclusion we ought perhaps to take a closer look at the
actual practice of historians. If we do that we cannot help
being struck by their use of a procedure which fits the idealist
~ better than the positivist theory, the procedure of explaining
an event by tracing its intrinsic relations to other events and
locating it in its historical context. This is the process which
was described in our introductory chapter as one of *“colliga-
- tion,” and it will certainly be worth our while to consider its
‘nature and importance.
If an historian is asked to explain a particular historical
_event I think he is often inclined to begin his explanation by
- saying that the event in question is to be seen as part of a
. general movement which was going on at the time. Thus
. Hitler’s reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936 might be
- elucidated by reference to the general policy of German self-
. assertion and expansion which Hitler pursued from the time
+ of his accession to power. Mention of this policy, and specifica-
tion of earlier and later steps in carrying it out, such as the
repudiation of unilateral disarmament, the German withdrawal
from the League of Nations, the absorption of Austria and the
_incorporation of the Sudetenland, do in fact serve to render the
isolated action from which we started more intelligible. And
they do it by enabling us to locate that action in its context,
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to see it as a step in the realization of a more or less consistent ¥23
policy. To grasp what that policy was arid appreciate the way "3
in which individual events contributed to its realizatiofi is, at' 348
least in many cases, part of what is normally understood by . g} 1

3
1*
;

lI
[}
f

T
r

T

giving an historical explanation. ! | !
Now it is important to realize that the historian’s ability to #33
use this form of explanation depends on the special nature of
his subject-matter, It is only because of his concern, rightly ‘§i
stressed by the idealists, with actions, that he can think in this ‘3§
way at all. It is the fact that every action has a thought-side -}}
which makes the whole thing possible. Because actions are, 8
broadly speaking, the realization of purposes, and because 8
a single purpose or policy can find expression in a whole series "8
of actions, whether carried out by one person or by several, we
can say in ah intelligible sense that some historical events are
intrinsically related. “They are so related because the series of
actions in question forms a whole of which it is true to say not *
only that the later members are determined by the earlier, but -
also that the determination is reciprocal, the earlier members
themselves being affected by the fact that the later ones were
envisaged. This is a situation which we do not meet with 1n
nature,! natural events having, for scientific purposes at any 3
rate, no “insides,” and therefore admitting only of extrinsic
connections, _ |
The point we are making is that historical thinking, because ;
of the nature of the historian’s subject-matter, often proceeds m;aﬁ
3 i - . : g
- teleological terms. But to this it will be objected that it tends to
make history far more deliberate and tidy than it in fact is.
Certainly historians speak of general movements which charac- &
terize particular ages: the Enlightenment, the Romantic move-
ment, the age of reform in nineteenth-century England, the
rise of monopoly capitalism. But can it be held with any
plausibility that these movements are in every case deliberate -
attempts to give expression to a coherent policy? Of many of..
them at least any such claim would be palpably untrue. No

1 The existence of organic bodies appears to give the lie to this statement,
But even if (as mechanistic biologists would deny) we cannot explain £

these without introducing the concept of purpose, it is clearly i_IHpOSS_iblE i3
to regard their behaviour as purposive in the same sense as human 'pehavu_:}_-._m
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*~doubt there are some movements in history—that for legal
- reform in Great Britain in the early years of the last century
§i>would be an example—which are, in essentials, deliberate
.’ attempts to carry out a previously formulated programme;
.. but they seem to be the exception rather than the rule in history.
l ' For evidence on the other side we have only to ask who planned
1’ the rise of monopoly capitalism or the .Romantic movement
- itself.
! The force of this objection must at once be admitted. It
! ' would be absurd to explain history on the assumption that it
consisted of a series of deliberately planned happenings. Men
“are not so calculating as that, and even if they did try to act
. in every case according to some carefully formulated policy
they would find that circumstances, human and natural, were
| sometimes too much for them. But I think all this can be
" admitted without sacrificing the main point of our theory.
For, first, if it is absurd to look on history as a series of
. deliberate movements, it is equally absurd to ignore the truth
‘that men do sometimes pursue coherent policies. The Nazis
_ did, after all, plan to conquer Europe, and no history of the
~ years from 1933 to 1945 could fail to mention their plan. A
straightforward teleological explanation is thus entirely justified
for some historical events. And, secondly, though it 1s often
impossible to have recourse to such an explanation in 1ts
'simple form, the very fact that historians try to group historical
events together under movements and general tendencies shows
_ that they hanker after some substitute for it. If they cannot
" think in plain teleological terms, they still use a procedure
~ which is semi-teleological. They do, in fact, explain events by
. pointing to ideas which they embody and citing other events
with which they are intimately connected, even though they
. know that many of the agents concerned had little if any con-
'scious awareness of the ideas in question. And their justification
for doing this is the fact, already noted, that ideas can exert an
influence on people’s conduct even when they are not continu-
ously before the minds of the persons who act on them. Thus
the idea of Great Britain’s having an imperial mission, though
explicitly advocated by only a small minority of persons in the
country at the time, came towards the end of the Victorian
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62 INTRODUCTION TO PH'IL(Z:S'OTHY :OF HISTORY. ..
era to exercise a most important influence on the conduct of:; b
British foreign policy,*and no account of that paficy could afford" g
to leave it unmentioned. There was, in fact, a recognizable e
imperialist phase in British political history, 'even though G
the policy of.imperialism was not consciously accepted or S8
deliberately pursued by the majority of those in power at the 3
time. B
It seems clear to me that this process of “colligating’‘§¥
events under “appropriate conceptions,” to use Whewell’s #
terms, does form an important part of historical thinking, and - §
I should myself connect it with what was said at the beginning
of the last chapter about the historian’s aim to make a coherent ' §§
whole out of the events he studies. His way of doing that, 1 38
suggest, is to look for certain dominant concepts or leading
ideas by which to illuminate his facts, to trace connections 3%
between those ideas themselves, and then to show how the
detailed facts become intelligible in the light of them by con- &
structing a “‘significant” narrative of the events of the period %
in question., No doubt this programme is one which, 1n any
concrete case, can be carried out with only partial success:
both the right key ideas and insight into their application to
the detailed facts may elude us, whilst the intelligibility sought §
for can only be intelligibility within an arbitrarily delimited {3
period (unless the histori#h marks off a set of events for study g
he cannot even start colligating them). But these admissions do %

1

not alter the main point, that the process is one which historians 2
do use, and that therefore any account of historical explanation il
should find a place for it. SN g
It is, however, easy to overestimate the significance of the
process I have been describing, and it may quieten the sus-
picions -of some readers if I end my discussion with some re- . %
marks on that point. I must make clear, first, that to say that we §
explain historical events by referring to the ideas they embody -3
is not to hold that history is a rational process in any disputable 3
sense; and, second, that I am not maintaining that ‘this is the
only explanatory procedure adopted by historians. .
(1) I explained-before that colligation fitted the idealist's

better than the positivist view of history (it is obviously con-
“nected with the thesis that all history is of thought), and some'g
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¢ HISTORICAL EXPLANATION - 63
“-will undoubtedly see in my advocacy of it an attempt to reintro-

- duce idealism. What are your dominant concepts, I shall be
3 asked, but Hegel’s concrete universals in disguise, and what
' is the attempt to show history to be an intelligible whole but
a revival of a now discredited rationalism? I should like to make
clear that it is nothing of the sort. In saying that the historian
~attempts to find intelligibility in history by colligating events
according to appropriate ideas I am suggesting no theory of the
ultimate moving forces in history. 1 say nothing about the
~origin of the ideas on which the historian seizes; it 1s enough
for me that those ideas were influential at the time of which he
~ writes. Thus the only rationality in the historical process which
! my theory assumes is a kind of surface rationality: the fact
¢ that this, that and the other event can be grouped together as
¢ parts of a single policy or general movement. Of the wider
' question whether the policy or movement was itself the

product of reason in a further sense I have nothing here to say.

It follows that my theory is not rationalistic in what some
would consider a bad sense, but rather one that can be accepted

- by writers of all schools (I do not see why even Marxists should

' deny it). But this in itself suggests that colligation needs to be

_supplemented by further processes if historical explanation 1s
to be complete.

(2) An explanation of historical events in terms of ideas
can be no more than partial, if only because it says nothing on
such important questions as why those ideas were adopted
(what gave them their peculiar appeal) and how far their advo-

“cates managed, in the face of natural and human obstacles, to
'put them into effect. A complete account must clearly raise
- these matters, but the colligation theory passes them by,
. concentrating solely on the content of the acts it studies.
| There is nothing vicious in its doing this, so long as the
i abstraction is recognized; trouble comes only when this qualifi-
cation is ignored, and the theory, or something like it, is put
forward as the whole truth. It is then that we fall into the
extravagances of the idealists examined above. But we need
fall into no such absurdities if we keep the full facts in mind. -
- To what other process of explanation, besides colligation,
do historians make appeal? It seems clear that it must be to
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explanation of a quasi-scientific type, mml;mg;thghﬁﬁﬁ
of general principles to particular cases, ‘Thus .‘%ﬁt"m@lbﬁ k%

as we did at the end of our discussion of idealisns; fo sornethingies
like the positivist theory of historical thinking. In the test of 34K

" 1
EA b
¥

this chapter we must undertake an examination of the referencedi
to general propositions in history which that theory makesig
central, and which it seems that any account must acknow-3%

ledge.

M |
IJ
w el

§ 4. History and Knowledge of Human Nature H

We are agreed that to understand an historical situation we %
must bring some general knowledge to bear on it, and the§
first question to ask here is clearly in what this general know- 7§
ledge consists. Modern positivists, as we saw before, have a ®
simple answer to give. It is that there is no special set ofiy
generalizations to -which historians make appeal, since theiy
general knowledge needed varies from one historical situation '@
to another. Thus an historian dealing with large-scale move- |
ments of population will have recourse, amongst other truths, d
to the findings of the geographer and the economist. A student §
of the history of classical scholarship must know something of 2
the chemistry of inks and of paper. A biographer must bes
acquainted with psychological laws; and so on. Each type of%:
historian has his partic#lar kind of interests, and each musty
bring the appropriate general knowledge to bear.

This theory is connected with the view, often put forward¥
by supporters of the positivist school, that it is misleading toi
speak of history at all as the name of a specific study. There T
no such thing as history in the abstract; there are only diﬂerenhg

kinds of history. History is a generic term, and the genus 1S ;

real only in its species—political history, military history,;
economic history, history of language, of art, of science, and so;
forth. To ask what general propositions history as such pre-§
supposes is thus to ask a question which it is unprofitable tos
pursue because it cannot be answered. . : Te,
" That this diffusionist account of history, as it might bei
called, is plausibl¢- and attractive, éspecially to an age winch}
has little taste for synoptic views of any kind, could scarcelys
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4

a:;Certainly it is the case that there are many different kinds of
" history, and certainly the exponent of each branch nceds
Y gpecialist knowledge to carry out his task. No doubt too
» abstraction of some kind is a necessary part of the process of
_acquiring historical knowledge: all actual histories are depart-
mental in the important sense that they look at the past from a
_certain point of view and concentrate on limited aspects of it.
“ But though all this must be admitted, 1 doubt myself whether
Y- the positivist conclusion follows. For it seems to me that in
|« historical work of all kinds there is a single overriding aim:
# to build up an intelligible picture of the human past as a
_concrete whole, so that it comes alive for us in the same way
as the lives of ourselves and our contemporaries. Different
{ types of history contribute to this fundamental design 1in
i different ways, but I think that all historians do have it in mind.
" They all hope to throw light on the past of man, and would
not have undertaken their particular study if they did not

- believe that it did that in some degree at least.
Now if there is anything in this contention, it follows that,
- in addition to the specific generalizations which historians
" assume, each for his particular purposes, there is also for each
a fundamental set of judgments on which all his thinking rests.
These judgments concern human nature: they are judgments
about the characteristic responses human beings make to the
various challenges set them in the course of their lives, whether
by the natural conditions in which they live or by their fellow
“‘human beings. No doubt some of them are so trivial as to be
" scarcely worth formulating: no one, for instance, needs to set
" out formally the truth that men who undergo great physical
privations are for the most part lacking in mental energy. But
that the body of propositions as a whole is extremely important
.. is shown by the reflection that it is in the light of his conception
{.,of human nature that the historian must finally decide both
" what to accept as fact and how to understand what he does
-, accept. What he takes to be credible depends on what he con-
“ceives to be humanly possible, and it is with this that the
‘judgments here in question are concerned. The science of
“human nature is thus the discipline which is basic for every
. branch of history. The results of other branches of learning are
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requ:red for this kind of h13tory or ‘that, but nﬁne 15 Gf 1B‘ﬁ:c:h '
general importance as the study just named. RO b )

i R
i 'H §
v !

§ 5. Difficulties in this Conception

But if so much is granted, it must also be agreed that the |
whole subject of the historian’s knowledge and use of these 1'.
judgments about human nature contains many difficulties. And 8
since these difficulties are clearly relevant not only to the ques-i§
tion of historical explanation, but also to that of the objectivity} :
of historical statements, it will be necessary to discuss them atg§
some length., e

To begin with, there is the problem of how the ]:ustonan ;
comes by these basic beliefs. The obvious answer here
would be “from the recognized authorities on the subject,”
i.e. from those who make it their business to study human i
nature in the modern sciences of psychology and sociology.
But the puzzle is that there are plenty of competent historians, §
men whose judgment of particular historical situations canjy
be trusted, who are largely ignorant of those sciences, their
methods and results. They apparently know a great deal
about human nature and can make good use of their know- 3
ledge, though they have never made a formal study of the;
human mind or of the general characteristics of human society.§

From what other Sburce could they have derived theix§
knowledge? The only alternative answer would seem to beg
‘“from experience.” And this is an answer which some philo-¥
sophers would certainly find congenial. The understanding o A
human nature shown by historians, they would say, is notj
different from that which we all display in our daily lives, andg
comes from the same source, It is part of that vague amalg m!
of currently recognized generalities, derived from common
experience and more or less confirmed by our own, which w¢
all accept for everyday purposes and know by the name of
“common sense.”” Now the merits of this seccmd answe
~ should not be in doubt. If it can be accepted, any mystery
there may be in the subject we are considering vanishes, Wg
need no- longer trouble uurselves about the significance of th§
historian’s understanding of human nature, since the categories
of history turn out to be identical with those of common sensg
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'HISTORICAL EXPLANATION 67

“There can be no pretence; in these circumstances, that historical
‘knowledge is worthy of special remark or can lay any peculiar
iclaim to philosophical scrutiny.
" That the historian’s understanding of human nature is
derived in some way from experience, and even that it is
continuous with what we call common-sense knowledge, 1
should not wish to deny. But I doubt whether we can leave the
matter at that without doing less than justice to the subtlety
and depth of insight into the possibilities of human nature
shown by the great historians. One of the characteristics of
f such persons is that they succeed in going far beyond common
dsense in their appreciation and understanding of human
d situations. Their powers of imagination or intuition, as they
 might even be called, open up unsuspected possibilities for
| their readers, enabling them to penetrate the minds of ages
‘very different from their own. In this respect, as in some
others, their work bears a close resemblance to that of great
writers in other fields. Creative literature, too, in particular the
drama and the novel, requires in its exponents an insight into
the possibilities of human nature which is peculiarly intense;
and here too the insight is seldom come by as the result of
formal study. And though it is no doubt true to say that it
rests in each case on the writer’s experience and on the common
experience of his time, that statement 1s not really very illumin-
ating.! For we are left when we think about it with the awkward
question why some can make so much of their experience
and others so little. Is experience enough to explain the many-
sided appreciation of human nature shown by a Shakespeare
or a Tolstoy? Can it account for the wonderful conviction
- Emily Bronté managed to impart to the character of Heathcliff,
'a creature whose like neither she nor her readers can have
met with in real life, but who nevertheless strikes us as entirely
credible? To say that all that is required to account for literary
understanding is common sense and common experience is
clearly to fall short of the truth: genius is wanted too. And
though the average historian can fulfil his function adequately

2
£
.

1 I should say the same of the suggestion that this knowledge is all,
in Professor Ryle’s antithesis (The Concept of Mind, Ch. I1), to be classified
as “knowledge how" as opposed to “knowledge that.” '
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68 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY -OF HISTORY:(. JiE
enough with qualities amounting to’no more than those off i |
sharpened common sense, it can surely be argued that some:$%
thing like genius is required for really telling work in this 3
field too. - | d " #g 'S - A

I conclude that there is a genuine problem about the h13- |
torian’s knowledge of human nature, and suggest that it is#§§
closely akin to that raised by literary work and the appreciation §
of literature. But I must leave the problem without discussion; %
and pass on to a further point of difficulty about the science of !
human nature, | 3

This point concerns the variability of the basic propositions 1
of the science. We have said already that it is in the light of his [}
conception of human nature that the historian must ultimately §
decide what to accept as fact. But conceptions of human nature,
when we seflect on’the matter, vary in the most striking way %}
from age to age. What seems normal at one time (e.g. the Middle ;
Ages) appears quite abnormal at another (e.g. the eighteenth :
century), and the difference is often so profound that the.:
earlier age becomes positively incomprehensible to the later.
Hence the misunderstandings which mar the pages of a writer 3
like Gibbon when he deals with questions of religion. Nor
must it be thought that such misunderstandings belong only #
to the past, and that we are wiser than our predecessors. No,

doubt we are more con®ious than Gibbon and Voltaire were?
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that there are differences between our own times and past
ages; but it does not follow that we are fully successful in;%
overcoming the differences. And indeed it seems unreasonable"
to expect that we should be, for we could only do it if we could %
step outside our own time and contemplate the past sub specie
aeternitatis. ' :
Now a science whose basic propositions vary in this way 3
may well be thought no science at all; and the conclusion has
in fact been drawn. Collingwood, for example, frequently §
asserted that there are no “‘eternal” truths about human nature, ]
only truths about the ways in which human beings behaved at?
this epoch or that. There are no eternal truths about human
nature, he argued, because human nature is constantly chang-

ing. But we need to scrutinize this apparently plausible asser-:

_ tion with some care. When it is said that human nature changes
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I%rom age to age, are we meant to conclude that there 1S 1O
1% identity between past and present, no continuous development
% from one to the other, but that the two are sheerly different?
j?fAnd'if we are (as Collingwood himself suggested in hus more
t sceptical moments), does not that rule out the possibility of any
| “intelligent understanding of the past? If men iIn ancient
d Greece or the Middle Ages, for example, had nothing in
icommon with men in the world today, how could we hope to
1- make anything of their experiences? An attempt to do so would
| ' be like trying to read a cypher text of which it was laid down in
§ - advance that the solution must elude us.
This in itself is no more than an ad hominem argument: 1t
. does not prove that there is something constant in human
i nature, and therefore that a science of human nature is possible.
It merely calls attention to the fact that we think we can under-
'~ stand past ages, just as we think we can understand our con-
" temporaries. But the conviction is at any rate supported when
- we. reflect that wholesale scepticism about historical under-
standing would entail wholesale scepticism about literary
' understanding too. If we cannot understand people’s actions
| in the past, we cannot hope to make anything of their literature
either. Yet we certainly do think we can, to some extent at least,
though we should agree that some writers are more readily
intelligible to us than others, and that some literary productions
continue to baffle us for al] our efforts to interpret them:.

It might thus be argued that a science of human nature 1s
possible in principle, despite the apparent variations 1in
behaviour and beliefs from one age to another. But even if that
. is so, it should not give rise to any false optimism about
. historical understanding. It still remains true that different
- historians bring to their work different conceptions of how men
.. do and (perhaps we should add) should behave, and that this

fact has a most important effect on the results they achieve.
We are not concerned here to explore the further implications
of the fact:! our aim has been only to point out its relevance to
' -the subject of historical explanation. That 1t is both relevant
-~ -and impoytant I should say myself was beyond doubt.
| There is one further difficulty about the science of human

1 For sore further implications, see Ch. V below,
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nature to which I shall refer bneﬂy in wnclusmn (1ts ’%ﬂi‘iﬁ
tion with the two previous points should 'be clear enough). I3
have argued that truths about human nature are premppme -; ,
in historical understanding, and 'spoken'. of . the historian’s$ %
approaching his work with a certain conception 6f the natifre of 1
man. But the matter cannot be left at that: For, when we come
to think about it, it is not only true that we bring to the under-§¥
standing of hlstory certain notions about the posmbllm&s o E ¢
human behaviour: we also revise our notions of that subje --r
in the course of our historical work. Thus in reading an account: :
of the doings of persons pretty remote from ourselves, such as
the barbarians who broke up the Romdn Empire, we start *mth
certain criteria by which to judge and interpret their behavmurj 3
but our reading may very soon induce us to alter these criteria"
in important respects, by opening our eyes to possibilities we¥&
had not suspected- The case of history is here again parallel {3
to that of literature, A great novel or a great play is often said}
to teach us something about ourselves; yet, as we have seen,
we need to bring to it certain pre-existing beliefs about the=
nature of man. :

It is not sufficient, I suspect, to dispose of this point by
saying that there is nnthmg surprising in it, for the simple reason
that our knowledge of human nature rests on experience, and 3
is subject to constant reision as our experience is widened. No ¥

doubt it is, but the fact remains that our notions on this subject g
still appear to contain an element which 1s not due to experience,
but may be called a priori or subjective according to taste. TheS
existence of this subjective element constitutes a major puzzlf:‘%
for philosophy of history, and is indeed the main cause of theg
hesitation which many ordinary people would feel if invited to 4
agree that history is capable of becomlng a fully scientific. #
study.
We must leave these questmns to which we shall return, §
and attempt to bring together the results of a long and difficult §
discussion. We began our consideration of the nature of explana- 3
tion in history with two views in mind: one which insisted that/
historical -understanding is immediate and intuitive,, the other4
reducing it, in effect, to a sub-form of the thmkmg of the!

empirical-sciences and likening its procedure to that of . pnmu ig
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%eense. We saw reason to reject the first of these views decisively;
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& that did not commit us to straightforward acceptance of
- the second. For though the idealist school went too far in its
& claims, we saw that it was not wrong in making the concept of .
F-¥action central for the historian, and it was with this that we
I proposed to connect the tcleological, or semi-teleological,
| « procedures which, it was argued, historians follow whatever
:_;’--.‘their views of the ultimate moving forces in history. We
¥: recognized, however, that this process of colligating historical
{ " events, whilst of great importance, could not constitute the
whole nature of historical explanation.! Reference to general
{ . truths, as in explanations of the scientific type, was also needed,
I and here we found ourselves in general agreement with the
_positivist point of view. But we differed from the positivists in
!“ holding that a fundamental set of generalizations, belonging
" to the science of human nature, is presupposed in all historical

work: and we tried, in conclusion, to point out certain difficul-
 ties which arise about these generalizations and the historian’s
* knowledge of them. Our general result can be summarized by
saying that history is, in our view, a form of knowledge with
features peculiar to itself, though it is not so different from
natural science or even common sense as some would have us

believe.

1 An additional way of bringing this out would be to say that historians
who concentrate on tracing general movements in history are primarily
occupied with intentions or purposes, whilst a complete explanation of
any given action obviously requires reference to causes and motives as well.
I agree with Professor Ryle (The Concept of Mind, ch. IV) that to find the

» motive of an action is to classify it as being of a certain type.
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- ified, This willinvolve us immediately in the problem of historical
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CHAPTER 1V

TRUTH AND FACT 1IN HISTORY

§ 1. Introductory
WE described history, early in Chapter II, as a “significant” #§
narrative of human actions and experiences in the past. We . &
have done something to elucidate and defend the first two parts %4
of this description, and must now turn to the third, asking in -
what sense’the historian’s claim to reconstruct the past is just- -4

truth, and ultimately in that of historical objectivity; and these -
will accordingly form the subjects of our next two chapters.
As we shall see, the two subjects are closely connected, and
might, indeed, be regarded as different aspects of a single topic. ?

The problem of truth is not peculiar to history, or for that i
matter to any branch of learning, It is a general philosophical 3
question to know to whag extent any judgment, or proposition,
or statement (chaose what term you will), expresses the nature F'
of reality or states fact. But we should be clear from the first 3
what is being asked here, We are not concerned with the i
justification of particular statements of any kind—with how, ®,
for instance, we know it is true that Julius Casar was murdered *
or that chimzras are imaginary creatures. Questions of that *
sort have to be answered by recognized experts in the different -
subjects concerned, or by reference to particular experiences. §
The philosophical problem of truth arises on a different level. 3
It 1s not doubts about the truth of particular judgments, but
scepticism about whether human beings can ever reach truth
or state fact precisely, that the philosopher has to face. And it
1s with this form of scepticism, so far as it concerns the special |
case of historical judgments, that we shall be concerned in the,
present discussion., We have to enquire into certain general §
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TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 73

28" doing, namely, reconstructing the past, and this enquiry will
#3nvolve us in a critical examination both of what it is to be an
&+ historical fact and of the nature of historical evidence..
#.. It would only be candid to point out here that there are
é:'philosnphers today who deny that there is a real problem of
{ i truth of the kind just stated. The only genuine questions about
1. truth, they say, are those arising out of enquiries into the grounds
I of particular statements, and these must all be answered depart-
2 mentally. Philosophical scepticism, for these writers, so far
! from being the indispensable prelude to clear and critical
. thinking it was once thought to be, is a profitless chase after
" a will-o-the-wisp from which any sensible person would wish
', to be free.
F<.  'Those convinced of the correctness of this point of view
. may well find that the discussions of the present chapter have
a somewhat outmoded air, though they will not necessarily be
~ wholly out of sympathy with their conclusions. Whether they
. are, in fact, unilluminating as well as (perhaps) unfashionable
I must leave the reader to judge. I would only remark in advance
that while the point of view in question has certainly proved
helpful in clearing up obstinate problems in more than one
- philosophical field, it is by no means self-evident that all the
traditional questions of philosophy can be satisfactorily dealt
with by its methods; and that the problem of truth is one over

~ which the issue is, in my view, still in doubt.

. ’E';-'-,,

f—— o, i, =

? § 2. Truth as Correspondence and Truth as Coherence

It will be convenient to begin with a sketch of two of the
most widely held philosophical theories of truth, and some
remarks on their respective merits and demerits. We shall
. consider these theories first without special reference to the
.. sphere of history, leaving the question of their applicability
" to that sphere for separate consideration.

' The first theory is one to which we all subscribe in words at
- least. A statement, we say, is true if it corresponds to the

_facts; and, conversely, if it corresponds to the facts it is true.
- Truth and correspondence with fact thus seem to be inter-
. changeable terms, and the theory simply consists in stressing
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74 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY 0¥ ORY &
their equivalence. Truth, its supporters say, means correspond<i
ence with fact, so that no statement which does not:so carrespond. 38
can be true. - . 4 e e el g "
Thus stated the Correspondence theory, as it is called, will 5%
seem to the unsophisticated mind little more’than 2" truism; 3%
But difficulties begin when we try to probe. its apparently 3%
innocent formula, A statement is true, we are told,.if it corres- g
ponds with fact; but what is fact? Here common language
ready with an answer..The facts in any sphere, we should'
normally say, are what they. are independently of the enquirer'§l
into it; in some sense they exist whether or not anybody thinks g
about them. They are what we describe as*“hard,” “smbborn,“"i
or, again, as “given.” Facts so understood are commonly &
contrasted with theories, which cannot as such lay claim §
to any of shese dignified adjectives, but must be content to: 3
be at best “well-grounded” or “securely based.” The proper
function of a theory is to “explain,” “do justice to” or “cover” .;J
the facts, which thus form for it an indispensable frame of |
reference. i
The reader will experience no difficulty in thinking of suit- ¢
able examples of situations to which this analysis clearly applies.
Thus that I have such-and-such visual experiences is fact,
An oculist may form a theory about my powers of vision, and .

Y H
1 -"‘!‘

_ that theory may be tru® or false. Whether it is depends on i

whether it “covers” or “does justice to” my experiences, which %
are not themselves true or false, but simply occur. If it 18¥
suggested that the theory can be true even if it fails to answerj
to my experiences, I shall have no hesitation in denouncing the
suggestion as empty talk. The oculist’s diagnosis, I shall say,%
must explain the facts from which it starts; it is no good 1f it“ﬁ
ignores them.

The Correspondenee theory of truth may thus be said to:
have the merit of itself corresponding with fact, at a certain }
level of sophistication at least. But its difficulties are by noj
means cleared up. No doubt it is possible—and indeed indis-4
pensable—to draw for practical purposes 2 distinction between
what we consider to be “hard” fact and what we think: of"a§
“mere” theory; but the theoretical basis of the distinction 15§
not so clear. Theories, we are all apt to suppose,i'ﬁrg, things)
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& which exist in people’s heads, whilst facts are there whether
% we like them or not. Theories take the form of judgments, or
I8 propositions asserted or denied, or, less technically, of spoken,
B4 written or implied statements; facts are the material about
I'E which statements are made or judgments formulated. But the
) '-guestion we have to face is how we are to get at these indepen-
§ “:dent facts tq which our theories must conform, and it 18 a
squestion to which it is by no means easy to find an answer.

k

For, when we come to think about it, our theories, which cxist
2 in the form of actual or possible statements, are themselves
1% tested by referring to other statements. The oculist’s account
{7 of the defects of my vision, for instance, has to conform to
' the statements I make in response to his questions. It 1s not
- the case that he can know the facts directly and frame his
-~ theory accordingly; he has to decide what the facts are by
- considering the answers I give.
Now it may be suggested that the plausibility of this argu-
ment depends solely on the peculiarity of the chosen example.
~ No doubt it is true that an oculist cannot know the facts about
" my vision directly, because he cannot see with my eyes;
. but because facts are not always directly accessible, 1t does not
* follow that they are never so. Must I not at least be myself
aware of the true facts of the case and know what I see and what
I do not? The visual experiences which were equated above
with the facts in our example are after all my experiences, and
presumably everyone knows his own experiences directly.
Yet the position is even so not wholly clear. For, after all,
' when we say we test a theory by referring to experiences
. the phrase is used somewhat loosely. Experiences in
. themselves cannot be used to test theories; they have to be
. sexpressed, given conceptual form, raised to the level of judg-
g ment, before they can serve that purpose. But in this process of
# expression the actual experience from which we set out 1s
 inevitably transformed. It is transformed by being interpreted—
. by being brought into relation with previous experiences of the
£ same kind and classified under ‘general concepts. Only if an
J. "experience is so interpreted can it be described, and only if it
i+ i8 described, or at least consciously apprehended by the person

5/ who has it, can it be used to check a theory. An experience
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which was not described but merely gnjo;red could not be ‘
in the sense in which we require to know the facts to which ¥
our statements must correspond. . g N | .
The implication of these remarks should not be misunder- i
stood. They are not meant to refute the proposition that there’ o
is a given or, as some philosophers prefer to call it, an “immedi- S
ate” element in knowledge. That there is, 1 should say, is 8N
obvious, and those writers who lay stress on this given element Z
as the source of all factual truth are in the right. But we cannot ¢
proceed from that to equate the sphere of the given with the
sphere of fact, and assume that the philosophical problem of
truth is solved. For the difficulty remains of seizing the given i
as it is given, and this seems to be just what we cannot do. - §
The precise feelings we enjoy, the individual perceptions we $
have, are transformed when we come to interpret them. 3
Yet unless we do interpret them we cannot use them in the
structure of knowledge.
It follows from this that the distinction between fact and
theory on which supporters of the Correspondence theory rely 3
is one which cannot be taken as absolute. The facts to which ¢
our theories are to be referred must themselves be given proposi- 3
tional form (or, if you like, take shape as actual or possible 8
statements) if they are to fulfil that function. But this means s
that an account of truth®n terms of correspondence with fact §
can at best be a partial one. The notion of fact must be further 5
explored, and an alternative analysis of it must be given. >
At this point we may conveniently pass to our second main’
theory, the Coherence theory of truth. Here an attempt is made "
to define truth as a relation not between statement and fact, but3g
between one statement and another. A statement, it is main-§
tained, is true if it can be shown to cohere, or fit in with, all
other statements we are prepared to accept. No actual statement,
we make, it is argued, is made entirely in isolation: they all§
depend on certain presuppositions or conditions, and are made;
against a background of these. Again, every belief we have i§;
bound up with other beliefs, in the sense that it is part or the;
whole of our ground for accepting them, or they part or the wholé}
of our ground for accepting it. The separate bits of our
ledge, in fact, form part of a system and,-however littlQ
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‘ TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 77

-H'we realize it, the whole system is implicit in the assertion of
any part of it, And the central contention of the theory we are
% examining is that it is on the systematic character of our
¥ knowledge that we must focus attention if we are to give a
§ - satisfactory account of truth.
§ .  Before making any comment on the theory, it will be well
} to try to illustrate it in an example. Let us take the assertion
. that tomorrow will be wet and stormy, and consider how it
> would be treated by supporters of the Coherence theory. In
1. the first place, they would point out that the assertion involves
§ - acceptance of a whole range of concepts and principles which
" are not peculiar to it, but which govern all statements and
! beliefs of the same kind: the concepts and principles which are
{" set out in systematic form in the science of meteorology. And
! secondly, they would argue that the belief is not one which
- we form in isolation: we come to the conclusion that tomorrow
will be wet and stormy because we have already committed
ourselves to certain other assertions, such as that there is high
cirrus cloud in the sky, that the sunset today has a certain
. appearance, and so on. Accordingly it 1s said that we cannot
| discuss the truth of the judgment from which we set out as if it
were complete in itself, but must consider 1t as part of a whole
system of judgments. Like an iceberg, the system 1s only partly
visible, but it is none the less indubitably there.
It should be noticed that the Coherence theory does not
dispense with the notion of fact, but offers a fresh interpretation -
~of it. A fact for it is not something which exists whether or not
. anybody takes any notice of it; it is rather the conclusion of a
~ process of thinking. Facts cannot, as was imagined in the
; Correspondence account, be simply apprehended: they have
i to be established. And this means that there is really no distinc-
.+ tion of principle between a fact and a theory. A fact is simply a
i, -theory which has established itself, a theory about whose
. reliability serious doubts no longer exist. The support of com-
mon language, it may be remarked, can be claimed for this
usage: it is sometimes said of evolution, for instance, that it
is no longer theory, but fact. _
It is true that acceptance of this interpretation involves us
. in the at first sight paradoxical assertion that the facts in any
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subject are only provisionally fized, and are esverywhgreflmb

to be revised; but, provided we take. care not to confuse thisses
with the very different view that all beliefs are equally doubtful,tH

-

there is no reason why we should not agree to it, The whole:3§
history of science, after all, goes to show that wiat is considered 4%
fact in one age is repudiated in another, and indeed it is hard tog
see how the different branches of learning could have made theg#
progress they have if the matter were different: The alternativeg3
notion of scientific advance, formulated by Aristotle, who3j
thought the edifice of knowledge would take final form from the '
first and would merely grow in bulk without alteration in
structure, is now everywhere discredited.

So much by way of summary account of the theory. Of the "g:
many objections brought against it, it may be said at once that 7}
some spring from what might well be thought the extravagances . 1
of its supporters. Thus they tried to make out that the theory
applied to all possible judgments or statements, and this ]
involved them in difficulties both about mathematical and .
logical truths (which do not appear to be subject to revision
in the same way as factual truths), and, still more obviously,
about their own statement of the theory. If no statement can ﬁ
be pronounced finally true, what are we to say of the statement
that truth is coherence? Again, in the interest of the monistic
metaphysics they favourtd; they argued that all truths formed £
part of a single system, which must accordingly be presup-'(ﬂ
posed in all correct assertions. This had the appearance at least .
of suggesting that every fact must have direct bearing on every™!
other fact—that, for instance, the weather in Australia today .
must have a bearing on what 1 eat for my tea in Oxford—7%
when ordinary experience would suggest that it is utterly :
rrelevant. But it seems possible to accept the theory as giving
a correct account of factual truths without committing ourselves
to any such absurdities. Whatever view we take of the truth ofj
mathematical and philosophical propositions, truths of fact$
may still be correctly explained by the Coherence theory.
Nor is the contention that no judgment can be true in isolation
but all must be taken as falling within a system, overthrowng
by doubts about whether we can find a single system within
which they all fall. The Coherence theory can be substantiallg
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. Nevertheless, it must be admitted that the theory does wear
fan air of paradox. If it merely argued that coherence is to be
M aken as the Zest of truth it might be acceptable enough, for 1t
|i=a in fact, the case that our various beliets do fall into recog-
L ®nizable systems; but in identifying truth with coherence 1t
Wuppears to involve a fatal omission. What it omits is any refer-
#¥ence to the element of independence which we associate with
I&# truth.: We all believe that there is a distinction between truth,
¥ % which holds whether we like it or not, and fiction, which we
* make up to suit ourselves. But if facts are to be pronounced the
' products of our thinking it looks as if we ought to be able to
"> make them up too, and thus the distinction is blurred. Of course,
i supporters of the Coherence theory are perfectly aware of this
. objection, and are anxious to repudiate it. The thinking which
. leads to the establishment of fact, they say,’ must not be
» supposed arbitrary: truth is attained only so far as I suppress
. my private self and allow my thinking to be guided by objective
* principles, universally valid. But the impression remains that
- the given element in experience is not satisfactorily accounted
¢ for by the theory, and that the ‘“hardness” of fact, a feature we
all recognize in our unphilosophical moments, disappears 1f it
is accepted. :
- We may sum up by saying that, whilst each of these standard
~theories of truth has its attractive features, neither 1s wholly
" free from difficulties. A fully (or more) satisfactory account
* would, it seems, have to embody points drawn from both. But
.’ Instead of asking here whether any genuine synthesis of the
' two theories is possible, we must turn back to the special
& .problem which concerns us in this chapter, and consider the

# nature of truth and fact in history.

8 3. History and the Correspondence Theory
it The support of history has been claimed for both of the
Jii theories we have analysed, in each case with some plausibility.

% 1 See,forinstance, Part I11 of H. H. Joachim’s Logical Studies. Joachim’s
Friearlier book, The Nature of Truth, is perhaps the clearest exposition of the
#2 Coberence theory in English. The theory goes back to Hegel, who produced
i the well-known dictum that ‘““the truth is the whole.”
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Thus it is pointed out by supporters of the Correspondends
view! that in history, if anywhere, we are concerned with facti
which are fixed and determined just because tliey ‘are pastj
facts which cannot by any stretch of imagination be thought¥
to depend on what we are thinking now. History in the sensg§
of the record of past events must correspond to history in the
sense of res geste; if it does not we shall have no hesitation ji#
denouncing it as a fraud. Scientific truths can perhaps he¢d
accommodated to the requirements of the Coherence theory}
because of the element of convention which scientific thinking
undoubtedly includes; but historical truths cannot, for the
facts with which history deals have actually occurred, and }
| nothing we say or think about them now is going to alter them.’|
| All this is convincing enough, yet there is a strong case on.
the othersside too. The point on which the Coherence theory is
I chiefly insistent, that all truths are relative, is illustrated with
particular clarity in the field of history. It can be argued with
some effect that, although the historian thinks he is talking!
about a past which is over and done with, everything he'
actually believes about that past is a function of the evidence at.
present available to him and of his own skill in interpreting it
The facts he recognizes—which after all are the only facts he!
knows—are established in the way described in the Coherence:
theory: they do represéht conclusions arrived at after processeg
of thinking, conclusions which incidentally are so far systematiﬁ
g ally related that an alteration in one can have a profound effect
\ on all the rest. And if it is suggested that this cannot be ail
that the historian means when he speaks of fact, that he 1§
thinking of the actual past and not merely our present recon=
struction of it, of what, in fact, happened rather than of what
| we believe about it now, the reply will come that this something
' further can be shown to be in the last analysis chimerical:

! : . % A
I For facts which bear no relation to present evidence must b%
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unknowable, and how they could have any significance in thos

circumstances, whether for historians or anyone else, is no

|
L
|
i
E
it apparent.® _ .. ol
t] _ 1 Cf.-A. M. Maclver, Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume XA

| pp. 33 fI., for some of these arguments. - AT v
;! * A good statemepnt of the Coherence theory as applied to history 1s 1
I | be found in Mr. M. J. Oakeshott’s Experience and its Modes, Ch. _I1H. &
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TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY St

B 1t is clear enough that the real point at issue between the
"W heories turns on the accessibility of the past to later knowledge.
frhe Correspondence theory stakes everything on the notion

[#- Let us try to advance towards a solution by examining the

'I- i

§ACorrespondence account in some detail. It can be put forward

=T o

kiwith varying degrees of sophistication. In all its forms it may

%:be said to liken the historian’s task to the construction of a
~imosaic. The past, it argues, consisted of a series of separate
‘“events, and it is the historian’s job to reconstruct the series, or

t’a part of it, as fully as he can. If now it is asked how the job
i is done, the simplest answer is that some events were recorded
lras they occurred, and that all we have to do is read the records.
. Ancient historians who wrote of contemporary events, like
\'Thucydides and Cesar, military and civil governors setting up
tablets to commemorate their deeds, medieval chroniclers and
" modern diarists may be mentioned as instances of persons who

recorded events as they actually happened (or perhaps a little

later), and whose records can accordingly be taken as providing
" a basis of hard fact round which the historian can build the
' rest of his narrative. Historical truth, on this account, depends
. O our accepting certain primary authorities, at least some of
"whose statements are treated as wholly authentic.

That this notion of authorities has an important part to
play in historical thinking I should not wish to deny. Yet to
isuggest that any historian who knows his job would be ready to
gaccept a statement as true just because it is recorded by such an
(Fauthority is surely absurd. No doubt there are occasions on
¥which our only evidence for a past event is a record of that sort;

i
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hollowness of the -authority theory. And the""__,;ti;uth"ﬁs “that'st
belongs to a stage of historical thinking which is now outmodedf
- Dependence on the ipse dixit of an authority seemed natural§
‘enough in.the early days of historiogtaphy, er again in thosgk
ages when appeal to authority was normal in every spheres

But whatever part faith may have to play elsewhege, it is entirelys

.

out of place in developed historical thinking. modein. hissy
torian’s attitude to his authorities must be everywhere critical'
he must submit all his evidence, with whatever authority iy
comes, to the same sceptical scrutiny, building his facts out of]
it rather than taking it for fact without further ado. -
Appeal to authority will thus not serve as a ground for a4
correspondence theory of historical truth. But the last sentence
of the preceding paragraph may suggest an alternative account.’s
Every wotking historian, it can be argued, draws a distinction |
between the conclusions to which he comes, the picture of the
past he finally builds up, and the material from which he sets |
out, which exists in the shape of historical evidence—documents, |
coins, remains of buildings, and so on. He may regard his|
conclusions as provisional only, but he cannot take up the same '
attitude towards his evidence. Unless this is taken as firm and
beyond doubt, as an ultimate which is not to be questioned,
there can be no progress on the road to historical truth. 3
" Here again we are dealing with a theory which correspondg;
closely to common-sense ideas and for that very reasof
undoubtedly contains much that is attractive. Yet it owes some
of its attraction to an important ambiguity. When we say that
every historian believes that there is evidence for the past, and
‘that this evidence is something he will not presume to doubt,
what do we mean? If it is only that there exist now certair
documents, buildings, coins, etc. which are believed to datg
from this period or that, the statement is not likely to
‘questioned. It is no part of the historian’s task to doubt thg
evidence of his senses: he takes that for granted just as natural
scientists do. But the case is altered if we understand thg
statement in a different. (and perfectly natural) sense. If 1t 1§
taken to mean that there is a fixed body of historical evidencg,
whose implications are plain for all to see, SErious duubts. arisg
about it. They do so in the first place because of the lcoi;ﬁidﬁr 2
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&’ . ' TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 83

{@ion, obvious enough to anyone with first-hand experience of
fWhistorical work, that historians must not only decide to what
[onclusions their evidence points, but further what they are to
i fecognize as evidence. In a sense, of course, everything in the
tMhhysical world now is evidence for the past, and much of it
}¥or the human past. But it is not all equally evidence for any
Q¥riven series of past events, and it sets the historian a problem
T8ust because of that. The problem is that of excluding bogus
#and admitting only genuine evidence for the events under
¥review, and it is a most important part of historical work that
I<it should be properly solved.
* And there is another point which needs to be emphasized.
The suggestion that there is evidence for the past is easily
confused with the different suggestion that there are proposi-
tions about the past which we can affirm with certainty, and
the confusion is particularly important if we are discussing the
merits of the Correspondence theory. For supporters of that
~ theory, as we have seen, must, if they are to make out their case,
point to some body of knowledge (in the strict sense of that
' term in which what we know is beyond question) by which to
. test our beliefs, and their recourse to historical evidence in the
case we are examining was undertaken precisely with that
purpose in mind. But it should not be very difficult to see that
to read them in that way and make them say that historical
evidence gives us so much knowledge about the past 1s in effect
to revive the authority theory. The only difference i1s that
_ instead of pinning our faith to written texts we now base our-
. selves on historical evidence generally, including archaeological
. and numismatic as well as literary and epigraphic data. But
; E;‘the procedure is no more plausible in the one case than in the
| £ 'other, for it remains true that evidence of all kinds needs
#interpretation, and the very fact that it does means that no
about the past can be true in 1solation.
;£ The truth is, I think, that we can believe that there is good
ttievidence for the past without believing that any propositions
wabout it are beyond question. If the Correspondence theory
% were to assert that and nothing more, then we should have no
f ¢ause to quarrel with it. But it is seldom formulated, and per-
#haps cannot be satisfactorily formulated, in that very modest

%
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way. The normal procedure of those who i‘dentlfy truth ﬁmt
correspondence, in the sphere of history as in that of perceptwﬁ’
is to look for basic statements of fact which cannot be ques=§i
tioned, fundamental propositions which we can be said, to§8
know beyend possibility. of correction. But the ‘search is ndgk
more successful in history than it is elsewhere The bael .
propositions to which we point—*“here is a coin struck. b
Vespasian,” “this is a college account book dated 1752,” mighti
be examples—all embody an element of mterpretatmn as wellag
as something given. So- called ‘atomic’ propositions, which: '. |
“picture” fact precisely, are simply not to be found, in the™
sphere of history at least. ¢
It may be objected to this that it 1gnoree the special case, 1
all-important for the historian, of memory knowledge. It has 3
been argued, indeed,! that the historical past cannot be identified -
with the remembered past, and this would seem to be clear !
enough from the consideration that we hope as historians to
go far beyond the range of living memory in our reconstruction .
of past events. Memory knowledge is by no means always, or 4
perhaps- even often, among the explicit data from which 3

historians argue. But this does not alter the fact that historical 3

thinking depends on memory in a quite special way. If there

were no such thing as memory, it is doubtful if the notion of %
the past would make s@nse for us at all. And the argument P
we have to face here is just that memory, someétimes at least, E‘
gives us direct contact with the past, enabling us to make T
statements about it which are in principle beyond doubt. 't
Memory, it is said, must be a ferm of knowledge in the etnct\j
sense:” the very fact that we condemn some memories as i
unreliable shows as much. Part of the evidence for the judgment 4
that memory is liable to mislead consists of memories of 2
occasions on which we have ourselves been misled by it, and“}
unless these memories are treated as authentic the mder'
judgment could never be made.
It is scarcely possible in the present context to discuss the
problem of memory in the detail which it deserves, or even to §
indicate the reservations with which the above theury must be#
put forward. All we can do is make a single general point about)
' 1 (Y. Oakeshott, np.elt,p 102, : S
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oy T, a point which, however, seems fatal to the objection we are
pfronsidering. It is that it is impossible to separate the pure
)

;&
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Sdeliverances of memory from the constructions we ourselves

Sput upon them. When we say we remember something now,
 SHoes our memory give us an exact and unaltered picture of an
-'gevent which happened in the past? No doubt we often think 1t
:-does, and no doubt our assumption is a valid one for practical
I ¥ourposes. But when we reflect that we are forced to look at the
ipast through the eyes of the present and accommodate what we
'rtsee to the conceptual scheme we use now, our confidence 1s
! *shaken, and we begin to realize that what may be called pure
{ memory, in which we deal only with what is given in experience,
4 and memory judgment, in which we seek to interpret the given,
i are stages distinguishable 1n principle but not in practice. And
! once we recognize this we find the claim that some memory
' statements are pure transcriptions of fact very difficult to
sustain,
~ The case of memory, here again, appears to be precisely
parallel to that of sense-perception. Supporters of the Corre-
. spondence theory of truth have often tried to argue that sense-
| perception gives us direct knowledge of the real world, and 1s
as such a source of incorrigible truths of fact. But the argument
breaks down once we draw the important distinction between
sensation and sense-perception proper. Sensation, no doubt,
gives us immediate contact with the real, but it is to sense-
- perception that we must advance if we are to say anything about
_ the experience, and the judgments of sense-perception in the
_ strict sense are certainly not incorrigible. Similarly with
~ memory knowledge. Pure memory, as I have called it, gives us
., immediate access to the past, but it does not follow that we
| © grasp the past precisely as it was in memory, knowing it as it
¢ were by a.species of pure intuition. The truth would seem
i rather to be that wé have a basis on which to reconstruct it, but
* no means of looking at it face to face.

" § 4. History and the Coherence Theory

" 'The reader will observe that throughout this discussion of
 the Correspondence theory as applied to history we have made
: use of criticisms drawn from the stock-in-trade of its rival.
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And he may well be curious to knﬂ‘w whether thls m that |
we ourselves accept the Coherence ‘theory, 4s_correct in 1 L_!

sphere, and if so"how we propose to deal mtlg the pamdo
it seems to mvolve. ]

I am not anxious to undertake a further exthnsm: . -T,a;. B
and critique, more especially as the outlines of a Coherenw |
of historical truth have been suggested in the foregoing pa |
and shall ask leave to consider only one or two of the mor -
pressing difficulties in such: a view. i3

We may put the argument against a Coherence thenry off
truth in history on some such lines as the following. According s
to the Coherence theory, as we saw, all truth 1s essentlally i
relative: it depends, 1 the first place, upon the presuPposmuIIS’-‘
and conceptual scheme with which we set out, in the second &8
on the rest*of our beliefs in the field in question. But, we shall
be told, this theory, if honestly applied, would effectlvely-.
prevent our ever building up a body of historical truth. Unless !
he can affirm that there are some facts which he knows for §
certain, there is nothing for the historian to build on. All“‘
knowledge must begin from a basis which is taken as unques- | §
tioned, and all factual knowledge from a basis in fact. The -
alternatwe the relativism of the Coherence theory, leaves thc
whole structure in the air, with the result that we have no
effective criterion for d'gtmgmshmg between the real and the
imaginary. Coherence, in short, is not enough as an account of
historical truth: we need to be assured of contact with reality as
well. And it may be added that a glance at actual historical 4
procedure bears these contentions out. For historians doy .HL'_-
certainly recognize some facts as established beyond questmn |
—that Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837 and dl&dl
1go1, for instance—and it is on the basis of these that they
build up their whole account.

There are two main points in this criticism, one of Wh.l uj--
appears to the preseént writer very much more effective n;r_'f'
the other. The ﬁrst is the simple assertion’ that the histotiaf
does regard some of his facts as certain and that this nanmf G
‘reconciled with the-Coheérence theory, Buit why shnuld it mr'_'-___
What the Coherence theory maintains, in, eﬁect, E at. gil
historical _]udgments are, stnctly speakin! prob le o wi

) : '*"'--I'r""b
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I® every one is in principle subject to revision as knowledge
% accumulates. But it is perfectly possible to take up this pnsiti?n
It without assigning the same degree of prebability to every his-
¥ sorical statement. Supporters of the’ Coherence theory of
B2 historical truth are not precluded from accepting some judg-
£ ments as better established, even incomparably better estab-
% lished, than others: like the rest of us, they can be very confident
% about one, fairly well convinced of a second, and highly doubttul
J: of a third. The one thing they cannot say is that any judgment

.
¥
)

Biis so secure that it cannot be shaken even in principle. But
8" no one who knows anything about the actual course of historical
thought would want them to make any such claim.
. 'This may seem a paradox, yet the position is, I think,
really quite clear. It can be illustrated by comparing the
historian’s procedure with that of the detective, a favourite
. analogy of Collingwood’s which is very much to the point
 here. A detective investigating a case begins by deciding what.
" he can regard as undisputed fact, in order to build his theories
‘around that as a framework. If the theories work out, the
" framework will be declared to have been well-founded, and
| no further questions will be asked about it. But if results are
not forthcoming, a stage may be reached at which it 1s necessary
to go back to the beginning and doubt some of the initial
“facts” of the case. A detective who, through devotion to the
Correspondence theory of truth, refused to take that step would
be very little use in his profession, though naturally he would
not be encouraged to take it till every other expedient failed.
“The case of the historian is exactly parallel. He also must be
' prepared, if necessary, to doubt even his firmest beliefs—
. even, for example, the chronological framework inside which he
arranges his results'—though it does not follow that he will
“Linvolve himself in such an upheaval lightly. He will indeed do
# all he can to avoid it, undertaking it only as a last resort, but
&7all the same he must not rule it out in principle. |
4" 'The point about our confidence in the certainty of some
B rhistorical facts is thus not fatal to the Coherence theory, since
/it is practical, not ‘mathematical, certainty which is there in
f.. 1 As hag, in fact, been done more than once-for the history of ancient
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question. As Hume saw, we do distinguish in the sphere off

[

3

matter of fact between what we consider to be *‘proved” ands@
what we regard as “merely’” probable. But the distinction, asa$
he might have added, is in the end a relativé one, since thefg
contrary of every matter-of-fact statement, even one-about$}
which we are supremely confident, is always lug'ically possible?
No such statement, whether in history or élsewhere, can be}
raised to the status of a logically necessary truth. .-

The other main charge in the criticism of the Coherencéed
theory of historical truth outlined above is, however, a different#:
matter. It is that an account of historical truth in terms of?§
coherence only leaves the whole structure of historical beliefs §
in the air, without any necessary connection with reality. Not §
unnaturally this position is readily identified with one of §
complete scepticism about historical knowledge, and we must.4§
clearly examine it with some care. B -

Let us investigate the charge by considering the account of

Coherence theory who is also a professional historian, Mr. |
Michael Oakeshott. In his book, Experience and its Modes}
Mr. Oakeshott agrees that the historian ‘“‘is accustomed to¥
think of the past as a complete and virgin world stretchhlg%‘
out behind the present, fixed, finished and independent, await-
ing only discovery” (p.s106). “It is difficult,” he adds (p. 107)
“‘to0 see how he could go on did he not believe his task to be theﬁ
resurrection of what once had heen alive.” But for all that thg_)%
belief is an absurdity. {i

“A fixed and finished past, a past divorced from and unin-
fluenced by the present, is a past divorced from evidence (fo 2
evidence is always present) and is consequently nothing and
unknowable. The fact is . . . that the past in history varies withg
the present, rests upon the present, is the present. ‘What really;
happened’ . . . must, if history is to be réscued from nonentityy
be replaced by ‘what the evidence obliges us to believe.” . .’
There are not two worlds—the world of past happenings and
the world of our present knowledge of those past events—therg
is only one world, and it is a world of present experience.”® 3

0
! Published in 1933. It is not clear whether.Mr-.'_ Qakeshott would s rl

accept the views discussed here. ] R
* Op cit., pp. 107=8. - R
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TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 89

it is because the historian in the end refuses to recog-
&% nize the full implications of this statement—because he obstin-

38 ately clings to the notion of an independent past and retains an
% clement of correspondence in his working theory of truth—
M that Mr. Oakeshott finally condemns historical thinking as not
:ffully rational, but a “mode”’ or “arrest” of experience only.

{ i+  Here we have the main paradox of the Coherence theory of

}: historical truth set forth in all its nakedness. It‘is the paradox
9{3; expressed in the well-known dictum of Croce’s, that all history
A;’ is contemporary history, and I suggest that it is one which no
% working historian can be got to accept. Mr. Oakeshott, 1t
" should be remarked, is himself aware of this: he distinguishes,
0 in the passage from which I have quoted, between the past as it
* is for history and the past as it is i history, the former being
's the past as viewed by the historian, the latter the past as philoso-
" phically interpreted. Having the courage of his convictions, he
. proceeds to set the past for history aside, saying that the common
" notion of it is a simple misconception of the character of the
- past of or in history. |

- But it may be questioned, in the first place, whether this

i‘ apparently high-handed procedure, which tells the historian

that his beliefs are nonsense because they will not fit the results
of a previously formulated philosophical position, 1s a sound one.
And even if it can be defended (and some philosophers would
certainly regard it as defensible), there appears to be a fatal
. ambiguity in Mr, Oakeshott’s argument.?
| When it is said that our knowledge of the past must rest on
.. evidence which is present that is one thing; but when the
. conclusion is drawn that the past #s the present, that is quite
- another. Evidence for the past must no doubt be present in
¢ the sense of being presented to us now, but it does not follow
B+ from this that it must 7efer o present time, as it would have to
& if Mr. Oakeshott’s conclusion were to be justified. And indeed
@ it is a characteristic of the evidence with which historians deal
{% that it refers not to the present, but the past. It is rooted in the
Ls, past just because of the close connection between history and
i memory we noted above. As we saw, memory cannot be said to
V 1 Compare G. C. Field, Some Problems of the Philosophy of History
§ * (British Academy lecture, 1938), pp. 15-16. ;
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make us directly acquamted with past fact, But it da 5 for all 3%
that give us access to the past. Reference to thé" paat m@oimg !
the assertion of the propnsmon “snmethmg happened "8 an 18
+ essential, part of remembering, just as reference to'an. e‘x‘temal
world, involving the assertion of the proposlmn “there’ are ”
external objects or events,” is an essential part of perceptton
Different philosophers have very different analyses to oﬁ'er 2
of these propositions; but the one thing which would not seem ar'l
to be open to them is to explain them away altogether.. = < ‘od
We may conclude that the Coherence theory, at least in its - 3 "
normal form, will not apply to history. But as we have previously 3
criticized various attempts to state a Correspondence theory of
historical truth, we must clearly ask where we stand. The £ -
- answer, | suggest, is that we have been attempting a synthesis ¢
of the two views. Whilst denying the proposition that historians ~ &
know any absolutely certain facts about the past and arguing *
with the Coherence party that all historical statements are }
relative, we nevertheless agree with supporters of the Corre- 1
spondence view in asserting that there is an attempt in history, -3
as in perception, to characterize an independent reality. And %
we should maintain that the assertion is not gratuitous because
historical judgment, whatever its superstructure, has its founda-
tion in a peculiar sort of experience, a kind of experience in
which we have access to ghe past though no direct vision of it.
There is in fact a given element in historical thinking, even
though that element cannot’be isolated. We cannot carry out -
the full programme of the Correspondence theory because we °
cannot examine the past to see what it was like; but our recon- .}
struction of it is not therefore arbitrary. Historical thinking is
controlled by the need to do justice to the evidence, and while 5
that is not fixed-in the way some would have us belmve it_is #§
none the less not made up by the historian. There 1s snmethmg
““hard” about it, something which cannot be argued away, but:Z
- must simply be accepted And it is doubtless this element which 3
leads supporters of the Correspondence theory to try to ﬁnd -r
the criterion of historical truth in the confornuty of statements
to independently known facts. The. project is one which i
bound tofail, yet there remams a standmg temptatmn to mal;
it. . o
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TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 1

(&8 § 5. Cwiticisms of the Intermediate Position
®  Our attempted synthesis will doubtless come under attack
#%. from both sides: we may expect to be told on the one hand that
B it depends on nothing more than unproved assertion, on the
{°%" other that it offers too flimsy a barrier to the inroads of t}:stormal
{& scepticism. To the first criticism we might reply that if we are
% making an assumption it is one which all historians, and for
i% that matter all sensible persons, share. In any case, what more
% can be offered? Are we required to prove that there were past
b events? Some may think that we are if our account 1s to be
15 fully defensible, but we may well wonder whether they have
1. not got themselves into a state where they cannot be satisfied.
- Our experience is such that we classify events as past, present
# or future, just as it is such that we classify them as happening
" in the external world or in ourselves, and we can no more be
expected to prove that there were past events than that we
experience an external world. Memory is our sole guarantee of
‘the one just as our possession of external senses is our sole
guarantee of the other. This does not mean that philosophical
. attempts to analyse such notions as those of the past and the
}\ external world are, as some modern philosophers suggest, futile;
on the contrary, such analyses can be genuinely illuminating.
But it does mean that any effort to deduce them, by finding
for them a logically necessary foundation, must end in failure.
To the second criticism that we offer too feeble a defence
. against historical scepticism we can retort only by reiterating
. our previous arguments against those theories which try to put
forward something more substantial. In the course of the
,' present chapter we have examined several attempts to find for
¢ the historian a set of unshakeable facts to serve as a basis for his
. i- knowledge, but in every case we found the account open to
- criticism. Of other theories which proceed on the same general
%" lines, we may mention the views of Dilthey and Collingwood,
% discussed in Chapter III. But we saw (p.- 51) above that
.- Dilthey’s account did not avoid the general difficulties of a
i representative theory of knowledge, whilst Collingwood’s,
§..~ though expressly designed to do just that, was able to achieve
.  1ts object only by making use of a most questionable expedient.

E

%> It may be useful to try to show what this was.
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92 INTRODUCTION TO PHILGSOPHY OF HISTORY. ~ 7if
In a very difficult section in his Idea of History (Part V, %
Section 4, pp. 282 ff.) Collingwood argued that there was a7 3H8
sense in which a past act of thinking, whether my own or some- '
one else’s, could be revived by me now, though not with pre- i
cisely the same background as it originally had. He based 'his ‘388
case on the consideration that acts of thought are not mere {8
constituents of the temporal flow of consciousness, but things '8
which can be sustained over a stretch of time and revived after ¥
an interval. A proposition of Euclid, for instance, can be con- §
templated by me for several seconds together, or again can be 8
brought before my mind after my attention has wandered from 38
it, and if I ask how many acts of thinking are involved in the
one case or the other, the proper answer, Collingwood held, for -§
each is one only. But if this holds of my own acts of thinking,
it should hold also of cases where I am dealing with other *#
people’s thoughts: those of Julius Caesar, for instance. Here "]
too the same act of thinking is in principle capable of being
revived, though the background of feeling and emotion against 3
which it was originally thought is not. And because this is so 3
knowledge of the past is a real possibility: there is something §
about the past, namely certain past acts of thinking, which we |
can really grasp, though the process of doing so is one whose
difficulties Collingwood h,fd no wish to write down. '

The argument, as always with Collingwood, is marked by 3}
great ingenuity. But an objection to it readily occurs: that 7§
the required identity is to be found in the content of what is 7
thought rather than in the act of thinking itself. If this is right, 33
'I may think the same thought, in the sense of the same thought- {§
content, as Julius Ceesar, but not revive his precise act of
thinking. The objection was anticipated by Collingwood (op. jj
cit., p.-288) and rejected on the ground that if I could only think - &
the same thought-content as Czsar and not revive his act of 3
thinking, I could never know that my thoughts were identical §
" with his. But there appear to be important ambiguities in this 3§
position. In one sense of the word “thought,” that in which it g
is taken to mean act -or process of thinking, my thoughtse
can never be identical with anyone else’s: saying they are mine3
indicates as much. Yet in another sense, where “thought”s
is equated with what a man thinks, two persons can certainly#
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S . TRUTH AND FACT IN HISTORY 93

l5 think.the same thoughts, and, what is more, can know that
4 they do. But they know it not because their acts of thinking are
$' identical (how could they be?), but because they find they can
% understand each other. Misled like so many others by the fatal
< word “know,” Collingwood has put forward an impossible
§ . solution for a difficulty which is perhaps not real at all.
g It looks from this as if we must try to find a basis for historical
" knowledge not in our possession of a number of hard-and-fast
¢ past facts, but, more vaguely, in the given element in historical
l.° evidence. As I have tried to show, memory gives us -access to
f - the past, but not a direct vision of it. Thus all we can claim 1s
£+ to have a point of contact with past events, enabling us perhaps
. to divine their true shape in some degree, but not such that we
can check our reconstructions by comparing them with it
to see how far they are correct. For the rest, the sole criterion
of truth available to us, in history as in other branches of
factual knowledge, is the internal coherence of the beliefs we

- erect on that foundation.
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CHAPTER V o

| L ]

CAN HISTORY BE OBJECTIVE?

- § 1. Importance of the Notion of Olyectzmty in History

DEsPITE the length of the foregoing discussions, we canhot } .
claim to have done more than scratch the surface of the 33
problem of historical truth. For though we have argued (or.§
perhaps only asserted) that truth about the past is in principle &}
attainable by the historian, we have so far said nothing of the .“"
many difficulties which mlght be expected to prevent his 7
attaining it in practice. To discuss these difficulties we must &
pass on to what seems to the present writer at once the most -3
important and the most baffling topic in critical philosophy of
history, the problem of historical objectivity.

It may perhaps be helpful if I try to show why I think thls
problem is of central im importance for philosophy of history. i§
To do so will involve a"somewhat devious approach and, I ° *
© fear, a good deal of repetitign of what has already been said, {
But perhaps that will be pardoned if it serves to make a crucial ; f
point clear. b

Our main concern in the preceding chapters of this bﬂok i
has been to examine the nature of historical thinking and ‘3
determine the status of history vis-d-vis other branches of 4
learning and types of human activity; in particular we havgf X
been occupied with the question of its relations to the natural’y
sciences. The problem is forced on us from two sides at once;; ,
On the one hand we have the claims made by posmwstlcalljb
minded philosophers that these sciences are the sole repositories 3
of human knowledge, a claim which, if accepted would make§
history something other than a cogmtlve activity; on the other:§
we have the suggestion, put forward by certain idealist p]:ulnsﬁ‘ !
phers who have themselves (as the posnmsts mostly have nak L |
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CAN HISTORY BE OBJECTIVE? 05

I3 ﬁrst-hand experience of historical work, that history is entitled
"+ 'to rank alongside, if not above, the natural sciences: that it is
1 an autonomous branch of learmng, with a subject-matter and
§* methods of its own, resulting in a type of knowledge which is
t ' not reducible to any other. 1" he two positions stand sharply
% opposed to one another, and the need to examine them is all
{  the more urgent when we take note of the assertion sometimes
made (for example, by Collingwood) that the emergence of
history as an autonomous discipline is the distinctive feature
of the intellectual life of the present age. If this claim has any
. substance it is clear that philosophers who continue to ignore
i history are conspicuously failing to do their job.
Now on the whole the results of our previous discussions

I commit us to sympathy with the idealist rather than the
' positivist view of the status of history. We suggested in Chapter
IT that history is rather co-ordinate with natural science than
with simple perception, and in Chapter 1II we saw reason to
reject the equation of historical thinking with the thinking of
common sense. In the same chapter we argued that historical
. explanation involves certain features which appear to be
peculiar to itself. We did indeed reject the claim that historians
are able to attain concrete knowledge of particular fact by the
exercise of some unique form of intuitive apprehension: to
define history, as some have done, as the ‘‘science of the
individual,” seemed to be either uninteresting or indefensible.
But though we stressed the operation in historical thinking of
generalizations borrowed from other disciplines and for the
most part not made explicit by the historian, we remained
none the less disposed to accept the view that history zs an

. autonomous branch of learning and thus a kind of science in its
.- own right.
5L But before we can finally commit ourselves to the assertion
i that history is a genuine science, in the wider meaning of that
¥ term, we must face a difficulty which was referred to earlier
I but there put aside. It is the difficulty of whether, and in what
§ - sense, historians can hope to attain objective knowledge.
. Ina previous chapter (p. 36 abave) it was pointed out
}‘ that objectivity is one of the characteristics which, according
to common behef must be present in any knowledge which

E
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can claim scientific status. And by deécribiﬁg_,a deYhﬁfPl' '

-
g

positions as “‘objective” in this context we mean that they are (3R
such as to warrant acceptance by all who seriously invesfigate #
them. Thus we describe the results of a particular piece of work'(}
in physics as making a contribution to objective knowledge iy
when we think that any competent physicist who repeated the$g
work would reach those results. The point of the description is '{}
to emphasize the universal character of scientific thinking: they
fact that it is impartial and impersonal, and in consequence
communicable to others and capable of repetition. That thinking &4

%

in the natural sciences has achieved this sort of objectivity to a 4
high degree, so that we can normally expect that two or more ‘&
‘competent scientists who started with the same evidence
would achieve the same results, is a strikingly obvious fact.
What has made it possible 1s another matter. '
I can scarcely undertake a detailed discussion of the concept
of objectivity in the natural sciences here, and can therefore ¥
only suggest dogmatically that the basis of it is to be found, not, ;
so much in the fact that those sciences are concerned with an §
independent object, the physical world, but rather in that each g
of them has evolved a standard way of thinking about its 3
subject-matter. At any stage of the development of a science,
the exponents of that science are more or less agreed on the¥;
leading assumptions the¥ are to make about their material and '

the leading principles they are to adopt in dealing with it. Thz%

S

t.

.._H_J )

main presuppositions of the thinking of physics, for example,z
- are shared by all physicists, and to think scientifically about*}
physical questions is to think in accordance with them. Andgg
this is at any rate one of the things which gives general validity;3
to the conclusions of physicists: they do not depend in any.4
important sense on the personal idiosyncracies or privateg
feelings of those who reach them, but are reached by a process'd
in which complete abstraction is'made from these.

These remarks should not be misunderstood. In speaking8
of the natural sciences having each evolved a standard way of§
thinking about its subject-matter I must not be taken to imply;
that each of them-has one fundamental, unchanging set- of§
presuppositions which all who work at the subject can clearly;
see. Any such suggestion would conflict with the obvious fact§
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CAN HISTORY BE OBJECTIVE? )7

{.that the principles of a science are only imperfectly grasped
1% by those who pursue it, and that they are themselves liable to be
j¥:dropped or at any rate developed in the coursc of time. The
¥ proper interpretation of these changes is a most interesting
i question, but we cannot go into it herc. Nor 1s it necessary to
} 3do so. For the purpose of assessing the status of the propositions
{ ' of history it is enough to notice that the standard ways of think-
| -ing in the natural sciences of which we have spoken are generally
[* recognized at any particular time, with the result that argu-
| ments and conclusions in those sciences can claim- general
$ acceptance in the scientific world. Natural science provides
- objective knowledge in this important sense. 'I'he question we
I have to face is whether the same can be said of history.
| What I want to suggest (though some may think this begs
{ the question at the outset) is that if history is to be pronounced
a science in any sense of the term there must be found m it
- some feature answering to the objectivity of the natural
- sciences. Historical objectivity may not be of exactly the same
species as seientific, yet it would surely be extremely paradoxical
. if the two had nothing in common. In particular, we may expect
' the natural scientific ideal of impartiality to be reflected in
historical thinking if that thinking is to be shown to be philoso-
phically respectable. If it is not—if historical interpretations
can be said to hold only for this individual or that, or even for
this class of individuals or that—then popular thought at least
is likely to boggle at the description of history as a genuine
. science. And philosophers will certainly have cause to sympa-
- thize with popular thought here, since the notion of truth itself
. .seems to involve indifference to persons or places, though not,
‘in the case of factual truths, indifference to the evidence on the
. basis of which they are reached.

s g

i .§ 2. Preliminary Statement of the Problem

- With these considerations in mind, let us now turn to history
itself and ask what the position there is. Do historians aim at
.objectivity in anything like the scientific sense? Is it their hope
' to produce results which any enquirer who started from the
same evidence might be expected to accept? |

It is not easy to give a straightforward answer to these

G
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questions, for the facts are not simple. Cettainly it.i§ true’t] i
reputable historians are ‘united in ing -a species okX}

impartiality and impersonality in historical work: ;historical® ;',

-

writing in which arguments and conclusions are fwisted to suif 38
the personal prejudices or propagandist aims of the; writer ig3y
universally condemned as bad. Whatever it is, genuine historyss
is thought by historians to be distinguishable from propaganday 2
and would be said to have objective validity just because of that;&%
But there is another side to the matter. One of the things which’%s
strikes the outsider most when he looks at history is the#}
plurality of divergent accounts of the same subject which he i
finds. Not only is it true that each generation finds it necessary s
to rewrite the histories written by its predecessors; at any given 4
point of time and place there are available differing and appar-
ently incohsistent versions of the same set of events, each of §
them claiming to give, if not the whole truth about 1it, at any ;
rate as much of the truth as can now be come by. The interpre-*
tations of one historian are indignantly repudiated by another,
and how to reconcile them is not apparent, since the disputes 3
are not merely technical (over the correct interpretation of:]
evidence), but rather depend on ultimate preconceptions which 3
in this case are emphatically not universally shared. f
It appears from this that there functions in historical®
thinking a subjective efement different from that which is to!
be found in scientific thinking, and that this factor limaits, orf;
alters the character of, the objectivity which historians cang
hope to attain. And it is important to notice that the suggestiou"@
is not one which historians would themselves necessarﬂ@
repudiate. Whatever their predecessors fifty years ago mayj
have thought, there seems no doubt that many historians today
would feel uncomfortable if asked to free themselves from all§
particular preconceptions and approach their facts in arwholly$
impersonal way. To aim at the impersonality of physics ing
history, they would say, is to produce something which is noff
history at all. And they could back up their assertion by arguingy
that every history is written from a certain point of view ang
makes sense only from that point of view. Take away all pointd
of view, and you will have nothing intelligible left, amy
more than you will have al_lﬁhing visible if you are asked ¢
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_ CAN HISTORY BE OBJECTIVE? 99

% of view.
8% - This argument, which is, I believe, an important one, can
B be reinforced by further.considerations. A concept which is
T extremely prominent in historical thinking is that of selection.
% History is selective in at least two senses. (¢) Every actual piece
{ . _ of historical writing is departmental, since it is only on an aspect
2 or limited set of aspects of the past that a particular historian
a%- can concentrate his attention, and this remains true however
1% wide the range of his interests. To construct a concrete picture
14 of life as it was lived in the past may, as was asserted earlier, be
%~ the ideal of history, but if so it is an ideal to which no individual
¢ historian can make more than a limited contribution. And
2% () no historian can narrate everything that happened in the
¢ past even within the field he chooses for study: all must select
'~ some facts for special emphasis and ignore others altogether.
To put it very platitudinously, the only facts which find their
. way into history books are those which have some degree of
importance, But the idea of what is important in history is
doubly relative. It relates (a) to what happened independently
|~ of anyone’s thinking now, but also (b) to the person making
- the judgment of importance. And in dealing with it we cannot
eliminate the second factor altogether, as can be seen from the
consideration that each historian obviously does bring to his
studies a set of interests, beliefs and values which is clearly
going to have some influence on what he takes to be important,
It would be easy enough at this stage to urge the conclusion
' . that history is radically and viciously subjective, and in the
i~ light of that to write off its pretensions to be scientific in any
- sense of the term. But such a proceeding would be, I suggest,
 + v altogether too simple-minded. The notion of a “point of view”’
. in history, with which we have been working, is clearly in need
% - of critical scrutiny, and without an analysis of it it is difficult
t. ' to state any view on our subject satisfactorily. I propose,
i-  therefore, at this point to give the discussion a more concrete
f - turn and ask what in particular it is that leads historians to
§ '~ disagree. This procedure should have the advantage of enabling
.. us to put the question “can history be objective?” in its true
- perspective, by distinguishing various levels at which it arises.

i

I’ 3 look at a physical object, but not from any particular point
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For if anything is clear from the interminable popi_ﬂar'ﬂis_;:ilg;ﬁ; -.
sions of prejudice in history it is that different sorts of subjeéti}réj; 3o
factor can enter into historical thinking, and that some of these 5§
constitute a far graver problem for philosophy of history than: 9§
others. The survey which follows should at least preserve us: 3§

from asking a portmanteau question, to which a simple answer £}

is expected when none can be given. | i3
§ 3. Factors Making for Disagreement among Historians g

I suggest that the main factors which actually make for 43
disagreement among historians! may be grouped under the '¥d
following four heads. First, personal likes and dislikes, whether
for individuals or classes of person. Historian A (Carlyle would "3
be an example) admires great men; historian B (e.g.; Wells) has %
a strong antlpathy to them. Historian A, in consequence, makes §
his whole narrative centre round the ideas and actions of his
hero, which he presents as decisive for the history of the time; }
historian B goes out of his way to write down the same actions 3
as (for example) muddled, insincere, vicious or ineffective. 3
Secondly, prejudices or, to use a less colourful word, assump- ‘3
tions associated with the historian’s membership of a certain j
group: the assumptions he makes, for example, as belonging to .
this or that nation, race or social class, or again as professing 4
this or that religion. Thi?dly, conflicting theories of historical E
interpretation. Historian A is a Marxist and sees the ultimate ,EL’
explanation of all historical events in the operation of economic (1

d

factors; historian B (Mr. Russell is an example) is a pluralist 3

and refuses to regard any single type of causal factor as decisive @
in history. Whilst agreeing with some Marxist conclusions there i
are others which he cannot bring himself to accept. Fourthly,: 3
basically different moral beliefs, conceptions of the nature of, 3
man or, if the term is preferred, Weltanschauungen. 'The influ-: 3§
ence of this last group is perhaps most readily illustrated in the 4

21 must make clear that the kind of disagreement with which I am’$
concerned in what follows is not disagreement about what conclusions ta 3
-draw from a given body of (often inadequate) evidence, but rather disagree-:3
ment about the proper interpretation of the conclusions drawn. Disagree-£3
ment of the first kind seems to me largely a technical matter, though I shoulc

add that, for reasons whjch will appear from Ch. IV, I should not accept
distinction between fact and interpretation as ultimately tenable. -
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il different results produced by those who approach history with
(¥ a background of Christian beliefs and those whose approach is
IPF “‘rationalist” in the eighteenth-century sense.

B! Without enquiring into the adequacy or exhaustiveness of
£'¥ ‘this classification, I shall proceed at once to make some remarks
fi#' on each of the four groups of factor, with a vicw to determining,
{-* if possible, which should claim our special attention in the
present discussion.

Personal bias. The position in regard to this is, I think,
comparatively simple. There is, of course, plenty of evidencc
= of the influence of personal likes and dislikes both in the judg-
{7 ments historians make and (more important) in their general

i presentation of facts, but it is doubtful, all the same, whether
r we should regard bias of this kind as a serious obstacle to the
‘¢ attainment of objective truth in history. It is doubtful for the
I simple reason that we all know from our own experience that
. this kind of bias can be corrected or at any rate allowed for.
Once we recognize our own partialities, as we certainly can,
we are already on our guard against them, and provided that
we are sufficiently sceptical they need hold no further terrors
for us. And we do hold that historians ought to be free from
personal prejudice and condemn those historians who are not.
It 1s a common reproach to Thucydides, for instance, that his
dislike of Cleon led him to give an inaccurate account of the
political history of his time. He could not help his feelings about
- the man, but they ought not to have been imported into his
. history. The same would be said, mutatis mutandis, about
cases where the object of an historian’s enthusiasm or aversion
.. 18 a whole class of person—clerics, or scientists, or Germans,
t+ forexample. Wells’ antipathy.to all notable military figures in his

Outline of History is universally condemned as bad history on
- just these grounds.

Group prejudice. In principle the same account must be
given of the factors which fall under this heading as of those
in our first class, though with certain important reservations.
The reservations arise in the first place from the obvious fact
that assumptions we make as members of a group are less easy
§ to detect and therefore to correct than are our personal likes

s and dislikes. They are more subtle and widespread in their
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operation, and _]ust becauae of thelr general acceptaﬂﬁé I ¢
group there is less urge for us to become conscious of . therde
and so overcome them. Moreover, there is a f;liﬂiculty ah U
some of the factors in this class Wthh is HOt:ﬁﬂ i1 'gg,al,!."- ) ;;-fv_' ¥
first, Qur personal likes and dislikes rest primarily-n I fcel-8
ings, but it would be claimed that some of ¢ our g p'ﬁs
.~ tions are of another character altogether: they have::
warrant, and so are not stnctly matters of prBJUdICE 'bl?f
prmmple We should all say, for instance, that a man’s fellgl '
opinions ought not to influence his history to the eﬁtent ﬁ
making him incapable of doing justice to the actions of men ¥
who did not share them; but many would add that it would b
absurd to require him to abstract from them altogethey mE
what he wtites. The case for that view would rest on the con-* E
tention that, despite much facile assumption on the pomt &),
religious beliefs are not obviously the product of uranonal
prejudice only, but may be held as a matter of rational convic- 3
tion. And if this is so it is not only inevitable but ];:m'fec,tljr
proper that they should exert an influence on the historian’ sre ,,
thinking. Be 4
I do not wish to argue this particular case for its own sake, ;%
but only to make the general point. Its existence, however,, i
should not jeopardize our main contention about this class,of j %
subjective faétor, which We can put as follows. The assumptmns
which historians make as (for example) patriotic Englishmen, 7,
class-conscious members of the proletariat or staunch Protes-g
tants must be such as they can justify on rational grounds, or} .
they must be extruded from their history. And we all bellev ek
the extrusion possible, in principle at least. To claim this 184§
indeed to claim no more than that rational thinking is posmblal 2
that our opinions can be grounded as, well as caused. It is true.g
that the claim is one which would be dogmatically re]ected* 148
many quarters today: Marxists and Freudians, in their chff reﬁ
ways, have taught us all to look for non-rational causes. fo:
ideas and beliefs which on the surface look perfectly ratmna *aa
and have convinced some that ratmnal thinking as“*such, .ISu T
impossibility. But though we cannot {aid should not), returt _'.% |

i.
h Lo
b

fo the naive confidence of our grandfathers in thesé matters, it
must none the less be pomted out that the auuﬁauqnahgg o ?
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Phere cannot be stated without contradiction. It undermines not
anly the theories of which its proponents disapprove, but itself
2a'well. Far it asks us to believe, as a matter of rational convic-
Wiion, that rational conviction is impossible. And this we cannot
. 0;1 Fait, . .
SO Conflicting Theories of Historical Interpretation. By a theory
ROf historical interpretation I mean a theory of the relative
¥ B importance of different kinds of causal factor in history. It 1s
¥ plain enough that historians do employ such theories even
& when they do not explicitly formulate them, and again that
{3 there is no agreement among them about which of the many
{=¥ possible theories of this kind is correct. Conflicting theories of
%~ historical interpretation are thus an important source of
‘% historical disagreement. And at first sight at least they present
43 3 more serious problem than the two’classes of subjective factor
"% we have so far considered. We have argued that historians can,
% if they make the effort, overcome the ‘effects of personal bias
# ‘and group prejudice. But we cannot urge the same solution of
i%ﬁ the difficulties which now confront us, by telling the historian
i% to dispense with any theory of historical interpretation. Ior
'S some such theory he must have, if he is to make any sense of
- his facts.
" We may well be told at this point that our difficulties are
more imaginary than real, because a theory of historical inter-
- pretation, if it is to claim any justification, must be a well-estab-
|~ lished empirical hypothesis, based on a close study of the actual
_# facts of historical change. If no such theory has yet succeeded
I ' in winning universal acceptance, it can only be a matter of
... time before one does, and when it does this particular source of
. E disagreement will disappear. But it is by no means certain that
.- this optimistic attitude can be sustained. The paradox of the,
¥ ©situation lies, indeed, just in this: that while those who put

i~ forward comprehensive theories of this sort profess to derive
1 them from the facts, they hold them with greater confidence

“: than they should if they were merely empirical hypotheses. -

L =

" They are prepared to stand by them even in the face of unfavour-

?I“ - ! Others who ask us to commit th'e same fallacy include the Behaviourist
+ . psychologists and certain modern sociologists (e.g. Mannheim). For a
54" trenchant crificism of the latter see Dr. Popper’s Open Society, Ch. XXI11
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104 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSGPHY OF - ms'mn*r* -
able evidence, to accord them the status not so much Wk
hypotheses as of revealed truths. The behaviour of Marxists
in regard to the theory of historical materialism is ‘the mﬁs
nbvmus illustration of this point, but parallﬂls to 1t could ’h

found in that of other schools too. .E %
2 %-:

l

What is the source of the obstinate cunvmtmn Wlth whlch he'2S
theories we have mentioned are held or repudiated? In many r
cases it is no doubt littlé more than vulgar prejudice. A particu- .4
lar theory strikes us as emotionally as well as mtellectually-ar '.
attractive or repulsive, and our attitude to it henceforth is less?}
that of an impartial observer than of a partisan. Our ﬁnal '
reason for accepting or rejecting the theory is that we want
it to be true or false. But it is not clear that this type of explana- g
tion covers all cases, and it would certainly not be accepted by
sophisticated Marxmts for example. Historical materialism, -
these would claim,_even if not simply grounded in the facts
is none the less capable of rational defence, because we can’
show it to be bound up with a certain conception of the nature

whose truth is confirmed in many fields. It is to this philosophy *
that Marxists make implicit appeal in the course of their histori-
cal work, and it is on its validity that the value of their inter- ;{
pretations must finally rest.

If this is correct, it appears that the conflict between differ- ;;
ent theories of - historical interpretation raises no special
problems for our purposes. Certainly it is a poternt source of ﬁ
disagreement among historians, but the centre of the disagree- i

ment, where it cannot be found in simple prejudice, must be. .

looked for in differing philosophical conceptions. Cons:derauon\«
of this third class of subjective factor therefore leads on dlrectly
to consideration of the fourth group, to which 1 shall turn
without delay.

Underlying philosophical Conflicts. Since the very title. of
this section will be viewed with suspicion by hard-headed ;.
persons, I must begin by trying to specify more fully whatg
factors fall within the group. What I have in mind are, to make#
no bones about it, moral and metaphysical beliefs. By the formeg$
term I intend to refer to the ultimate judgments of valu e
historians bring to their understandmg of the past, by the §
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flatter to the theoretical conception of the nature of man
Band his place in the universe with which thesc judgments are
W associated. The two sets of beliefs are, I should say, closely

3 bound up together, though not all who hold them are explicitly
E aware of the fact.
8" The suggestion I am making is that historians approach the
j 8 past each with his own philosophical i1deas, and that this has a
W decisive effect on the way they interpret it. If I am right,
f  Jifferences between historians are in the last resort differences
{388 of philosophies, and whether we can resolve them depends on
§%* whether we can resolve philosophical conflicts. But I can well
S imagine that these assertions will involve some strain on the
BB reader’s credulity. ““Are you seriously suggesting,”’ I shall be
i asked, “that @/l historians import moral and metaphysical
' prejudices into their work, thus as 1t were contemplating the
§¥ past through spectacles which cannot be removed? And if you
(% are, are you not confusing what is true of history at a crude and
B ‘unscientific level only with what is true of all history? No

LS

"5*3-% “doubt ethical, religious or, if you like, metaphysical prejudices
i can be shown to mar popular historical works of all kinds; but
%" can the same be said of the writings of reputable historians?
“ Is it not apparent that historical thinking can be effective only

so far as the historian forgets the ethical, religious and meta-

physical outlook of his own age and tries to see his facts in the
- way those he was writing of did? Must he not read the past in
- terms, not of his own conception of what human nature is or
.. ought to be, but in terms of the ideas held by those who were
' alive at the time he is studying? And do we not differentiate
"2 good and bad work in history by examining how far particular
12 writers have done just this—by seeing how far they have freed
 ji themselves from their own preconceptions and contrived to
"% put themselves in the places of the persons whose actions they

#= are recounting?” ;

%i°  There is obviously much sense in this criticism, yet 1 doubt
5% .even so if it is wholly effective. Certainly there is a difference -
i+ of the kind indicated between good and bad work in history,
i, a difference we bring out by describing the former as ‘“authen-
1 tic” and the latter as “‘unimaginative.” Exercising the imagina-
L tion is an important part of historical thinking, and it does
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consist in trying, so far as we can, to put ﬂume"l?es in’th
of those whose actions we are studymg But, a8 we saw.r; !
there are very real difficulties in holding that putting on&eelf i’ni 4
another man’s’ place is a simple intuitive process: it deems & 2
rather to depend on the accumMated exper,lence of the person:? ';.;
who carries it out. And when we speak of expenqnce” here’ 48
I think we must recognize that this too is not a simple ferm. 7§
My understanding of the ancient world depends on what I . %
have myself experienced or assimilated from the experience of
others; but, as was pointed out in Chapter I11, there seems to =
be in all such experience a subjective or a priori element con- 3
tributed by myself. When I try to put myself in the place of an §
ancient Greek or a medieval cleric or a Victorian parent, . 4%
in order to write the history of the ancient world or the medieval- 3§
church or the Victorian family, I must certainly put aside, so -
far as I can, the moral and metaphysical preconceptions of my - %
own time. But I cannot escape, if I am to make any sense of }
my material, making some general judgments about human .4}
nature, and in these I shall find my own views constantly 3
cropping up. I shall find myself involuntarily shocked by this
event and pleased by that, 'unconsciously seeing this action as’ *§
reasonable and that as the reverse. And however much I tell &
myself to eschew my own prejudices and concentrate on under- :£
standing what actually happened, I shall not su cceed in carrying
out the injunctionr to the letter, since understanding itself is
not a passive process but involves the judging of evidence by

principles whose truth is independently assumed.
The point I am making here will perhaps become plainer

':'

?
1
28

'.f‘_-l #ﬁﬂ‘:_ﬁ;'._*‘ it
o e

sions of historical testimony to be found in Hume’s Essay on %
Miracles (in his Enguiry Concerning Human Understandmg)
and Bradley’s Presuppositions of Critical History.! Neither , A
Hume nor Bradley is concerned with the whole question nf
historical objectivity: each of them has in mind only the.
narrower problem of whether we can believe stories of miracu-7
lous events. Even so, their conclusions bear closely on thepresent
discussion. Hume says, in effect, that 'we cannot give credence’ 3
to accounts of events in the past the occurrence of whlch
* 1 Collected Essay.s, Yol. I i’ - -

-
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{8 would have abrogated, the laws of physical nature; Bradley.

8 urging much the same conclusion, says we can believe about
I the past only that which bears some analogy to what we know
&' in our own experience. The points in which the present account
BB attempts to go beyond Hume and Bradley are two. First, in
§¥" suggesting that if we accept Bradley’s formula for history we
B° must understand by “experience’” not merely expcricnce of
B% physical nature, but experience of human nature too. And
% secondly, in maintaining that such experience is not all given,
& but includes in addition an a prior: element. '

(1) The first of these points should be clear enough from
the discussions of Chapter III, where we tried to show that it
was generalizations about human nature which ultimately lay
- behind historical explanations. It depends on the assertion
there made that the proper subject-matter of history 1s human
actions in the past. If this is so it is clear that we must have
some knowledge of human nature to make sense of history at
all.

- (2) The crucial question is, however, what knowledge we
* need to have. Here what I am suggesting is that whilst a large
part of the content of our conception of human nature is drawn
from experience, and alters as our experience 1s added to, 1t
_remains true that there is zhard core in it which is not come by
in the same way. This hard core I connect with our moral
- and metaphysical beliefs. When we look at the past, what
. understanding we gain of it depends primarily on the extent
s to which we succeed in identifying ourselves with the subjects
¥ of our study, thinking and feeling as they thought. But we could
+' not even begin to understand unless we presupposed some
§ propositions about human nature, unless we applied some
4 notion of what is reasonable or normal in human behaviour.
¥ It is here that our own outlook exercises its effect and colours
; - the interpretation we give.
% - No doubt it is a wise piece of practical advice to historians
“ to tell'them to become aware of their own moral and meta-
- physical preconceptions, and to be on their guard against
{1 reading them naively into their history. But to draw from that
# the conclusion that historians have only to make the effort
: to be able to contemplate the past without any preconceptions,

oy
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allowing their minds to be coloured eelely by what they .,

there, is surely excessively sanguine. It would certalnly "
wrong at this stage to infer that objective understanding of the’§
past is impossible, on the ground that we all look at it threug 138
our own moral and metaphysical spectacles: the possibility of€s

a synthesis of different points of view, and of the inclusion.of¥#
one in another, remains to be discussed. Nevertheless, there isg4
without doubt some prima facie case for an ultimate historical®$
scepticism, a case which the spectacle of actual dlEﬁI’EﬂCﬁSi
among historians greatly strengthens. To ignore this case 7]

altogether 1s'to bury one’s head in the sand. e

§ 4. Recepztuletzon

It may be useful at this point to pause in our argument*
and see where we stand. In the early part of this chapter we" !
saw that there was some case for saying that every historian: |
looks at the past from his own point of view, an assertion the ;
acceptance of which would appear to commit us to a subjeeuﬁnst
theory of history. But we recognized that the expression, “a’
point of view,” must itself be subjected to analysis, and the.
foregoing survey of the main factors which lead historians to
disagree was undertaken with that purpose 111 mind. As a result ‘:
of it we are now in a pgsition to see that a “point of view’ ’is"
the name of something whose constituent elements are by ne?
means homogeneous. There are some things in our points offi
view (e.g. our personal likes and dislikes) from which we,;sJ
think we not only can, but must, abstract when we come. to”

write history. But there are also others from which it is alto-

I|
=
i
i

‘gether harder to abstract—indeed, from which complete

abstraction would appear to be 1mp0531b1e—-—-and here the ¢
question whether history can provide objective knowledge
arises most acutely.

Given that there are elements in a point of view from wh1eh
abstraction cannot be made, we find ourselves confronted with:* **
several alternative theories of history. The first and perhaps :
the easiest to hold would argue that points of view in the sense¢
we have analysed express subjective “attitudes about whlehsi
argument is futile, and therefore constitute an insurmountable:
barrier to true. knowledge of the past Thls is the selutien eE
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B historical scepticism. The second, which I propose to call
M the perspective theory, would accept the existence of irreducibly
@ different points of view among historians, but dispute the

& conclusion that this rules out all objective knowledge of the
MR past. Its contention would be that objectivity in history must
lE the taken in a weakened sense: a history could be said to be

-;, if it depicted the facts accurately from its own
A

e®noint of view, but not in any other way. And different histories
1; not contradict, but complement, one another. IFinnlly,
[¥% there is the theory that objectivity in a strong sense may after
& all be attainable by historians, since in principle at any rate the
i@ possibility of developing a point of view which would win
B universal acceptance cannot be ruled out.

T In the rest of this chapter I must attempt a brief and, 1
'w% fear, wholly inadequate discussion of these three theories. I

®shall begin with some remarks about historical scepticism.
N

e’
i

L-§ 5. Historical Scepticism
A " Whether any reputable philosopher advocates a thorough-
* poing scepticism about historical knowledge I do not know.
% But Collingwood, however inconsistent it might be with the
"* ‘rest of his theory, came near to doing it,! and the position is
one which, to anyone who accepted the analysis of different
constituents of an historian’s point of view given above, would
' _come very naturally. No doubt the denial that objective know-
| ledge of human history is possible involves a large element of
‘ paradox; but, as we shall see, an alternative account of the
' function of history does something to remove this.
i = 1 describe historical scepticism as a position which it is very
:“natural for anyone who accepts the above analysis to hold on
¢ these grounds. First, because of the view, now so common
& that it has almost become an article of philosophical orthodoxy,
*k" that metaphysical statements are not, as scientific statements
e are, descriptions of real features of fact, but, at best, expres-
3t. sions of attitudes about which rational argument is impossible.
t:° And second, because of the application of a similar analysis to

1 Compare especially a passage quoted by Professor T. M. Knox on

p. xiiof his introduction to The Idea of History,
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distinction drawn by Mr. C. L. Stevenson“ hetweenn ‘
ment in belief and disagreement in attitude. Tt is pﬁﬁlt
that people who dispute about moral questmns may; ¢ iu 1
either in their description of the facts (i.e. in belief) or in th 1
attitude to them (or in hoth), and contended that the ; unpﬁessm -f-p
we all have that there is something real to argue about ity thesely
. matters is to be connected solely with the resolvability of thé f
first kind of dispute. Two people who initially differ about the j
facts of a moral situation may, given sufficient patience and®
mental acumen, come to agree about them. But this will no 33
necessarily end the whole dispute. For though changing ourg
assessment of the facts of the situation may alter the attitudeé} s
we take up to it, there is no guarantee that it will. And if it willig
not, we have to recognize (so it is said) that moral atntudes o
not mattess of argument at all. -
I have no wish to discuss these difficult questlons in the '
present context. My object in including the above paragraphy
is only to show the nnn—phllosophlcal reader the backgrnuﬂ 2
of the view that moral and metaphysical beliefs, so-called, are,®
strictly speaking, all non-rational: that we hold them no
because of any insight into the structure of fact, but simply I
because we are determined to do so by factors, whether irf¥
ourselves or in our environment, over which we have no control 3
A great many philosoplrs today would at least be sympathetic§ 5
to that opinion. But if they are (and this is my point), I r.hm@
they are in serious danger of committing themselves t
ultimate scepticism about historical knowledge. They must"ﬁ
if my previous contentions are right, recognize that differeng;
moral and metaphysical beliefs lie behind different historicalg
interpretations, and they themselves maintain that such beliefs: S
are not beliefs in the scientific sense, but nothing more than the
expressions of non-rational attitudes. It follows that historical;
thinking will for them have something irreducibly sub;ecﬂv
about it, which will ineyitably colour any ‘attempted unde
standmg of the past.
There are some who wﬂl consider these views so extravagant
as not te- be worthy of senous consxderatmn And certamly

! In his book Ethics and Laﬂguaga, Ch. 1. The dlstmctlun wWas pa!‘ﬂ

anticipated in Hume’s moral theory. . , A
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& must be admitted that to accept them involves accepting the

¥'paradox that history is in the last resort not a branch of know-

P ledge at all. But the paradox can be diminished if we offer a

dlﬁerent interpretation of history’s function. Instead of saying,

pas we have earlier in this book, that the primary aim of the
¥ historian is to discover truth about the past for its own sake, we

' -_must now lay, stress on history’s serving a practical purposec.

"" History, we shall argue, is not so much a branch of science as a

i practical activity. And we shall ground our assertion on the

-' . psychological observation that human beings, in the state of

'd “civilization, feel a need to form some picture of the past for the

i sake of their own present activities: that they are curious about

g,;-" the past and wish to reconstruct it because they hope to find

k- their own aspirations and interests reflected there. Since their

readlng of history is determined by their point of view, this

4 requirement 1s always in some measure fulfilled. But the

{ conclusion we must draw is that history throws light

%. not on “objective’ events, but on the persons who write it; it

! illuminates not the past, but the present. And that is no d-')ubt

?,-why each generation finds it necessary to write its histories

kb afresh.

- It may be remarked that the adoption of this view of the
function of history is not incompatible with the attaching of
great importance to historical studies, as the case of Colling-

. ~“wood, who at least toyed with the ldea, shows. On this score, at

1! « any rate, the sceptical theory can be defended against criticism.

? But there is another possible objection to which it is not so easy
*&

i'f

to see an answer. It is that the theory blurs the distinction all
_reputable historians draw between history and propaganda,
4 that it confuses (in Mr. Oakeshott’s language) the “practical”
& with the “historical”’ past. We saw earlier that historians demand
, a species of objectivity and impartiality in any historical work
ui¢ which is to deserve its name, and repudiate constructions of the
2 past which simply reflect our emotions or interests as the pro-
{ ducts of wishful thinking. Such constructions may well have a
1. function (in fact, we all entertain them to some extent), but
1./ they are emphatlca.lly not history. Yet it might be said that a
R " supporter of the sceptical theory could draw no such conclu-
R sion: for ‘him all attempts to reconstruct the past must be
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pr0pagand1st since they wﬂl all aim at- helpmg forward D L ; 1
present activities, E .
That there is no such thing as history free from sub_]ecu
prejudice the sceptical theory must certainly allow, and to thlm
extent its supporters must accept the cr1t1c1sm here put forwardz
But they may none the less seek to evade its difficulties by .--
distinguishing between various kinds, or levels, qf propaganda, | §
holding that some kinds are more vicious than othérs for thega :
historian, '__-
What the suggestion comes to is that we should think of '}
history as being a peculiar sort of game, which we must play : ;
according to the rules if we are to play it properly. The trouble §
about histories which everyone would recognize to be propa- . i
gandist, on this account, is that those who write them make or3§
break the rules to suit their own ultimate purpose of producing’ '.-
a certain kind of effect, whereas reputable historians think that
results achieved in this underhand manner are without value,
The situation may be illuminated by reference to the parallel .
case of artistic activities. An artist who sought only to achieve a 3
certain effect, and cared nothing for the means by which he#
did it, would be condemned as a charlatan or an exhibitionist §
by his colleagues. A true artist would not be satisfied to snlvee
his problems except in accordance with the rules of his art.
Similarly ifn history: the ‘“true,” as opposed to the bngusz?
historian, would recognize, certam objective rules (respect f aé

the evidence would be an instance) in accordance with whic
he must argue, and could be marked off by his adherence to*®
those rules. But all this could be maintained without denyng
that history was primarily a practical activity, or arguing for;
the objectivity of history in any further sense. 3

If this distinction is granted, the theory we have been
examining certainly becomes much more plausible and
attractive. But it may be suggested that to grant the distinétion’
is in fact to have passed to a further view of history altogetherg
—the perspective theory mentioned above. To this I shall now;
turn. . ¢

§ 6. The Perspectwe Theory -4
The advocates®of the perspective theory agree that every)

t".
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. _h13tonan contemplates the past from his own standpoint, but
3 *they are anxious to add that this does not prevent his attaining
# some understanding of what really happened. Their argument
& for this is the simple one that any finished history is the product
2. of two factors: subjective elements contributed by the historian
3 (his point of view) and the evidence from which he starts,

. or not. No doubt the existence of the first factor prevents even
v¥ the finest historian from reliving the past as it actually was; but
fg it seems absurd to maintain on that ground that his whole
&' reconstruction is radically false. A truer description of the
' posmﬂn would be to say that every historian has some insight
2 into what really happened, since to each the past is revealed
% according to his point of view. The analogy of artistic activity
i 1s again useful here. Just as a portrait painter sees his subject
Efrom his own peculiar point of view, but would nevertheless

be said to have some insight into that subject’s “real’ nature,
so the historian must look at the past with his own presupposi-

' tions, but is not thereby cut off from all understanding of t.

b It is important that we should be quite clear just what is
L being claimed by this theory, and it may be helpful in this
- connection if we ask in what sense it is possible for a supporter
of it to speak of historical truth. The main point to notice here is
that the theory forbids us to raise questions about the truth of
different points of view in history. If we are asked, “Which is
- truer, the Catholic or the Protestant version of the events of the
- Reformation?”’ we must reply that we cannot say. Thereis simply
, o means of comparing the two accounts, each of which is com-
plete in itself. The Catholic looks at the Reformation from one
~;point of view and offers his interpretation of it; the Protestant

- . looks at it from another and produces a different i interpretation.
« Since points of view are, ‘ultimately, not matters of argument
[;; (here the perspectivists join hands with the sceptics) we cannot
;.say that one is “objectively” better than another, and so must
. recognize that the Catholic and Protestant versions do not
¢ really contradict each other, amy more than two portraits of
F the same man by different artists do. And the same would be
§ said of histories written in different centuries with fundamen-
- tally different outlooks. Thus if we hold to this theory there is
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a sense in which we cannot ask if Mommsen had a truer gras t
of the history of Rome than Gibbon: we must say that ‘ea i'
wrote with his own presuppositions, and must be judged in%3g
terms of these. T R W s

Nevertheless, the concepts of truth and objectivity retaings
in this theory a meaning for the historian. They do so'because, 3
inside any given set of presuppositions, historical work can 't . 74
done more or less well. The history served out by partyg§
propagandists to encourage the faithful and convert the waver<#3
ing is bad history not because it is biased (all history is that),*}
but because it is biased in the wrong way. It establishes its’g
conclusions at the cost of neglecting those certain fundamental 3}
rules which all reputable historians recognize: scrutinize your¥}
evidence, accept conclusions only when there is good evidence
for them, maintain intellectual integrity in your arguments, and £3
so on. Historians who neglect these rules produce work which#}
is subjective in a bad sense; those who adhere to them are in 2%
position to attain truth and objectivity so far as these things:
are attainable in history. "

‘What this comes to is that objectivity in history, according ;
to the perspective theory, is possible only in a weakened or
secondary sense. The position can be brought out by once more :
comparing the notion of scientific objectivity. Scientific results, 7y
as we saw, are thought®o be objective in the sense that they

claim to hold for any observer who sets out from the same body
of evidence. Behind the claim lies the idea that the fundamental>
principles of scientific thinking are the same for all observers,
at least at any given stage of scientific development. But
historical results cannot be said to have the same validity, lf&
the perspective theory is right. The Marxist interpretation of%i

nineteenth-century political history will be valid, on that viewui

o

only for Marxists, the liberal interpretation only for liberals;
and so on. But this will not prevent both Marxists and liberals
from writing history in a manner which can be called objective:}
that is to say, from attempting, inside their given presupposis
tions, to construct an account:which really does justice to all

the evidence they recognize. There will be relatively objectivey

1 I am assuming that “Soviet” biology and ““bourgeois” physics
non-existent. g cir 483 ¢
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B and relatively subjective Marxist accounts, relatively objective
' and relatively subjective histories written from the liberal point
# of view. But there will not be histories which are absolutely
& objective, in the way scientific theories claim td be. '
What are we to say of this theory as a whole? That it has
k' some clear merits could certainly not be denied. Thus 1t is
§<. able to recognize certain points of continuity between history
T4 and the sciences (e.g. that they are both primarily cognitive
[ activities) without losing sight of the important differences
{& between them; in particular, it does justice to the widespread
£ conviction that there are respects in which history is to be
&: regarded as an art as well as a science. It offers an interpretation
8 of historical objectivity which has the important merit of
¥ assigning a special sense to that elusive concept, instead of
& fixing its meaning solely by reference to other studies. And in
£ general it may be said to be altogether more congenial than the
.- sceptical theory, whose paradoxes undoubtedly lay a consider-
» able strain on human credulity.

Even so, we may well doubt whether the theory gives his-
i‘r torians all they want in the way of an account of historical

- truth. For, when all is said, it remains impossible for supporters
. of it to admit any comparison, other than a purely technical
one, between different versions of the same set of events. Any
given history can be criticized internally, for failing to take
proper account of this piece of evidence or that; but further than
' this the theory will not let us go. Yet historians do constantly go
. further, and think it part of their proper job that they should do
Fﬁ_soz they do criticize each other’s presuppositions, and attempt
i to evaluate different points of view. They are not content to
| i stop with the recognition of a plurality of different histories
 + . written from different points of view: they remain obstinately
.. convinced that some points of view are sounder, nearer the
it~ truth, more illuminating, than others. And they, believe they
can learn from the interpretations of their fellow historians,
- profiting from their mistakes and incorporating in their own
¥ work whatever they find of value there.
.~ It 1s, of course, perfectly possible that, if historians do make
i these assumptions, they are simply deceived; that they are
« confusing legitimate with illegitimate criticism, matters which
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can be argued about with profit with matters which can not.4}
But the existence of this possibility will not absolve us from ¥
seeing whether an account of historical objectivity can be’}
devised which will allow for the claims just made on history’s i#
behalf. And indeed we could not accept the perspective theory ij
with any confidence unless this alternative had been explored {3

and rejected. 3 |

§ 7. The Theory of an Objective Historical Consciousness

We may begin by noticing an argument which springs from 1}
a simple development of the perspective theory and might well 3
be sponsored by many working historians. The argument is §
that it must be possible for an historian to criticize presupposi- 4
tions, his own or anyone else’s, because their adequacy is §
clearly shown in the details of historical work. Sets of pre- *}
suppositions can be pronounced adequate or inadequate, true §
or false, in so far as they enable us to deal with the evidence on };
which they are brought to bear. If we work with a bad set of
suiding principles we are compelled to distort or suppress :
evidence in the interests of a preconceived theory, and this

violates one of the fundamental rules of historical method. -'

3

Conversely, a good set of presuppositions will enable us both
to cover the available evidence and connect different parts of .

I

1
i
i
]
%

it together. - L ¥

Stated thus abstractly,, the argument sounds convincing ¢
enough; yet we must ask if it does not owe its force to an uncon-

~scious assumption which we have already seen reason to doubt. i

When we say that historical presuppositions can be tested by .
their ability to do justice to ‘‘the” evidence, of what evidence ™
are we talking? It is all too easy to think that there is a fixed
body of evidence for any set of historical events which all
historians would recognize, a single datum from which they .

%

all start whatever their points of view. But if we do make that
assumption, it is one which is not easy to justify. We saw in '
Chapter IV that the notion of historical evidence is a difficult
one; that whilst historical data are in one sense independent of |
particular historians, it is also true that historians have to decide |

what they are to treat as evidence as well as what inferences,
|
T
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[ theory does not achieve the extension which was promised
& above. Certainly we must say that no historian can refuse the
& duty of offering an interpretation of all the evidence he admits,
M ond whether historians ‘do this is at least one of the things we
iB% take into account in judging historical work. Yet if any particu-
B8 Jar writer decides that something is not evidence for him (that,
g for example, a particular document is a forgery), there is 1n
£¢ the last resort nothing anyone else can do about it. And it 1s
&8 just here that the difficulty arises in deciding between conflict-
# ing historical interpretations. We cannot, as we are in effect
% bidden to do, settle the dispute by reference to a body of
# unassailable fact, because what is fact on one interpretation 1s
K not necessarily fact on another. Anyone who reflects on
¥ Marxist and anti-Marxist accounts of recent political history
¥ should have no difficulty in seeing that. *
b To advance beyond the foregoing version of the perspective
B theory by appealing to independent facts 1s thus not possible.
¥, What alternative remains? The only one which occurs to the
{, present writer is that we should hope for the ultimate attain-
" ment of a single historical point of view, a set of presuppositions
. which all historians might be prepared to accept. If this were
possible, the problem of objectivity in history would be solved
on Kantian lines, by the development of an historical “conscious-
ness in general,” a standard way of thinking about the subject
- matter of history.
- This is a solution which is not new. It was suggested, 1n
: effect, by the nineteenth-century positivists when they pro-
! posed to make history scientific by resting it on the scientific
{i study of psychology and sociology. It was put forward 1n a
& different form by Dilthey in his early and middle periods,
i‘} when he held that behind history and the human studies
3 generally there lay a fundamental science of human nature,
3 the making explicit of which was an important task for all who
¥  had those studies at heart. And it would be a natural develop-
I: ment of the account of historical explanation we ourselves |
‘offered in Chapter III of this book.
L Nevertheless, if we are to accept this solution we must do
it with our eyes fully open: we must be conscious of its difficul-
. ties as well as its attractions. In particular, we must recognize
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that the carrying out of the positivist programme, as fnrmulatﬂ 1 i
by such writers as Comte, has done little or nothing to brmg g i

us nearer agreement on historical questions. If it is too early to. '}l
speak of our having scientific knowledge of hurman nature, we%
might at least claim to have the beginnings of such}nowledge.
Yet the development of an historical “consciousness in

general,” based on a true appreciation of the possibilities of %
human nature, is still to seek. ﬁ

Why is this? The answer should be apparent from the argu-,
ment of this chapter. Roughly speaking, it is that, for objectwe 1
understanding of the kind contemplated, the historian needs,
not merely standard knowledge of how people do behave in a 38
variety of situations, but further a standard conception of how -2
they ought to behave. He needs to get straight not merely his' %
factual knowledge, but also his moral and metaphysical ideas, =3
This important addition was not appreciated by the pomtmst P
school. ¥

There are many phllnsophers today who would say that a -,
programme for providing a standard set of moral and meta-. :§
physical ideas is not simply one of extreme difficulty; it is
frankly impossible of attainment. Our moral and metaphysical
ideas (they maintain) sprmg from non-rational attitudes, and to 3
-ask which set of them it is “rational”’ to hold is to ask a question.- i
which cannot be answer2d. To this scepticism about moral and
metaphysical truth I should not wish to commit myself. iﬂ
have argued elsewhere! that metaphysical disputes may b
soluble in principle if not in practice, and 1 should not be“
prepared to rule out the possibility of general agreement ong”
moral principles too, about which subject I doubt whether
the last word has been said. But even if a solution of these i
difficult problems can be declared to be not wholly impossible, %
the achieving of it is clearly not going to be accomplished in #
the immediate future. Yet until it is accomplished an objective ¢
historical consciousness, whose principles would provide a3
* framework for rational thought in history, must remain no<d
more than a pious aspiration. And if it cannot be accomplishéd
we have no alternative but to fall back on the perspective theory.
discussed above,

‘ 1 Reason and Expmm, Ch. X.
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CHAPTER VI

SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY: KANT AND HERDLER

B § 1. General Features
B THE term “philosophy of history”’ was generally understood
® 2 hundred years ago in a sense very different from that given it
& in the preceding chapters. We have taken it to designate a
¥ critical enquiry into the character of historical thinking, an
& analysis of some of the procedures of the historian and a
¥ comparison of them with those followed in other disciplines,
¢ the natural sciences in particular, Thus understood, philosophy
% of history forms part of the branch of philosophy known as
L. theory of knowledge or epistemology. But the conception of it
" entertained by most writers on the subject in the nineteenth
century was entirely different. “The” philosophy of history,
as they called it, had as its object history in the sense of res
- gestae, not historia rerum gestarum; and the task of 1ts exponents
| wasto produce an interpretation of the actual course of events
9 showing that a special kind of intelligibility could be found
A |
L" If we ask why history was thus thought to constitute a
4 - problem for philosophers, the answer is because of the appar-
i ently chaotic nature of the facts which made it up. To mne-
ﬁ teenth-century philosophical eyes history appeared to consist
iz of a chain of events connected more or less loosely or accident-
& ally, in which, at first sight at any rate, no clear plan or pattern
i1 could be traced. But to accept that description of history, 1.e.
to take it at its face value, was for many philosophers of the
. ~period .a virtual impossibility, for it meant (so they thought)
‘admitting the existence in the universe of something ultimately
. unintelligible. To persons brought up to believe with Hegel
- T1g -
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that the real is the rational and the rattunal the, real t.hla Was *'
very shocking conclusion to come to, one which ought to b
avoided if any way of avoiding it could be found. The way
suggested for avoiding it was by the elaboration’ of a “ l‘ula-a
sophy,”” or philosophical interpretation, of history which wauld, ;
it was hoped, bring out the rationality underlying the,course of 3
historical events by making clear the plan accordmg to Whlc nf-
they had proceeded. :

A “philosophy” of history in this special sense meant, as®™:
will be evident, a speculative treatment of detailed hlStOI‘l -‘
facts, and as such belonged to metaphysics rather than theory-¢
of knnwledge In Hegel himself it was only part of a compre-.§
hensive project conceived with incredible boldness—to display ;4
the underlying rationality of all sides and aspects of human .}
experiences The philosophy of history took its place in this:¥

Politics, to all of which the same general treatment was applied.:}
But though it is with the name of Hegel that this type of r
speculation 18 now most readily connected, it would be wrong §
to suppose that Hegel was its originator. To make such an s
assumption would, in fact, be doubly erroneous. For firstly, - >
phllﬂsophy of hlstory as treated by Hegel in his famous lectures
in the 1820’s had been familiar to the German public at least 7}

~ for the best part of half 2 century: Herder, Kant, Schelling and

Fichte had all made contributions to it, and their questlons and 'é
conclusions had a profound effect on Hegel s own views. And,
secondly, as Hegel well knew, the basic problem with which ﬁ
both he and they were concerned was 2 very ancient one, Wthh
had occurred to philosophers and non—phllosophera alike.'
“That the history of the world, with all the changing scenes :
which its annals present,’” we read in the concluding paragraph
of Hegel’s lectures, ‘““is this process of development and the%
realization of Spirit—this is the true Theadmaea, the justifica-:
tion of God in history.” To justify God’s ways to man, and ¥
in particular to show that the course of history could be inter-
preted in a manner not inconsistent with accepting divinej
providence, had been a recognized task for theologians and 3
Christian apologists for many centuries. The writers of thej
Old Testament had been aware of its importance, it had beens
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{Btreated at length by St. Augustine in his City of God, and it had
% provided the theme for Bossuet’s Discourse on  Universal
W8 History, published in 1681, as well as _for V:co’s_ New Sfj:}.-nr:_-
i (1725-30). To produce a philosophical interpretation of history
i along these lines was, it had long been thought, an obvious
B requirement in any solution of the general metaphysical
% problem of evil.

" Nor is this all. For if these speculations, as the foregoing
& remarks will suggest, had a theological origin and a recognized
{# place in Christian apologetics, they had their secular counter-
# part too—in the theories of human perfectibility and progress
& 50 dear to the thinkers of the Enlightenment. 'The writers who,
M like the French Encyclopeadists, propounded such theories
. were also in their way engaged on the construction of philo-
& sophies of history. They too were attempting to trace a pattern
¢ in the course of historical change; they too, to put it very
* crudely, were convinced that history was going somewhere.
.And despite their.many differences from the theologically-
> minded, they felt the same need on being confronted witb the
: spectacle of human history, the need to show that the miseries
! men experienced were not in vain, but were rather inevitable
"* stages on the way to a morally satisfactory goal.

The last point is, I suggest, worth special emphasis, 1f
~only because it serves to explain the recurrent interest of
- philosophy of history of this kind (for example, the interest
| In Professor Toynbee’s writings today). On the face of it the
E‘_prngramme mentioned above—the project for penetrating
- below the surface of history to its hidden meaning—seems
* scarcely respectable. It savours of a sort of mystical guesswork,
£ and thus has its execution appeared to many hard-headed men.
i But we miss the point of these enquiries if we leave out of
& account the main factor which gives rise to them. It is the
L§ feeling that there is something morally outrageous in the notion
¥ that history has no rhyme or reason in it which impels men
5 - to seek for a pattern in the chain of historical events. If there is
[ no pattern, then, as we commonly say, the sufferings and
% “disasters which historians narrate are “pointless” and “‘meaning-
E? Jess”’; and there is a strong element in human nature which

i

% revolts against accepting any such conclusion. No doubt it is
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open to critics of . the programme: to argue that ﬂ:lose m \
devise it are guilty of wishful thinking; but this is.a charge
which cannot be acceptéd -without an mwst:gatmn of th

i1
results alleged to be achieved. 1,

.
§ 2. Kant’s Philosophy of History ¥ "1 |
- We must pass from these generalities to partlcular exampl na]
of the speculations in question. %
I propose to discuss first the essay contributed by Kant to
the periodical Berlin Monthly, in November 1784, under thek
title “Idea of a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan point§ £
of view”; and I must begin by giving reasons for what some3
may think a curious choice. It could not be claimed for Kant} ot
either that he was first in the field in this subject or that hisi!§
work in it*(which amounted in all to no more than two short
papers and a lengthy review) was of primary importance ings
determining the course of subsequent speculation: on both§
counts he must clearly yield pride of place to Herder.. qu
again could it be maintained that Kant had a genuine interes
in history for its own sake, or any grasp of the possibilities '*f",
historical research: as has often been remarked by critics of his]
general philosophy, his outlook was singularly unhistorical,;
and he remained in this as in other respects a typical producti
of the Enlightenment rather than a forerunner of the Romanti¥
Age which was shortly to follow. But for all that his work of i
philosophy of history, and in particular the essay we are togs
study, remains instructive for the modern reader. N
It is instructive, I suggest, for two main reasons. First] @_
because it enables us to grasp with singular clarity just what i}
was that speculative philosophers of history set out to do
Kant’s natural modesty and sense of his own limnitations ma
him especially valuable in this connection. He saw that nd .’
one could undertake a detailed philosophical treatment - off
history of the kind he had in mind without a wide knowledg ‘; '
of particular historical facts; and since he made no pretence of
havmg such knowledge hunself he confined himself to sketchd
ing the idea of (or, as he put it himself, “finding a clue to”) A
philosophy of history, leaving it to others to carry the ides
out. In reading Kant on this subject we are not faced as WEs
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I are when we read, e.g. Herder or Hegel, with the problem of
% disentangling a theory from its application, nor with that of
¥ making due allowance for inadequate empirical knowledge.

R Secondly, Kant’s work is instructive because it brings
¥ out in an unmistakable way the moral background to this kind
Bv of speculation. With him at least philosophy of history was a
$8 pendant to moral philesophy; indeed, there is little to suggest
£ that he would have treated of history at all if it were not for
. the moral questions it seemed to raise. Just what these ques-
I¥ tions were is indicated with force and clarity more than once
£ in the essay. Thus in the introductory section! we read:

: “One cannot avoid a certain feeling of disgust, when one
observes the actions of man displayed on the great stage of the
world. Wisdom is manifested by individuals here and there;
but the web of human history as a whole appears to be woven
from folly and childish vanity, often, too, from puerile wicked-
ness and love of destruction: with the result that at the end one
E is puzzled to know what idea to form of our species which prides
¥ itself so much on its advantages.”

And in a later passage® he asks:

[ “What use 1s 1t to glorify and commend to view the splendour
| and wisdom of Creation shown in the irrational kingdom of
nature, if, on the great stage where the supreme wisdom
manifests itself, that part which constitutes the final end of the
whole natural process, namely human history, is to offer a
standing objection to our adopting such an attitude?”

:

« If history is what it appears to be, a belief in divine pro-
i’ividencc 1s precluded; yet that belief, or something like it
; (the argument runs)®, is essential if we are to lead a moral
.- é-life. The task of the philosopher as regards history is ac-

“ cordingly to show that, first appearances notwithstanding,

s+ moral reason can approve.
t  How is this result achieved? The “clue” to the philosophical
B interpretation of history which Kant has to offer turns out to

1 Berlin edition of Kant’s works, VIII, 17-18,
2VIII, 30. |

® Compare ‘the argument in § 87 of the Critique of Judgment.
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be very simple: it is, in effect, a variation on the cbmmtgh_;-
eighteenth-century theory of progress. History, he suggests; i}
would make sense if it could be seen as a continuous, though}E
not perhaps straightforward, progression towards a better g
state of affairs. Have we any ground for assuming that such'if
a progression is real? Certainly not if we confine ourselves3
to looking at historical happenings solely from the point of view >3
of the individuals concerned: there we meet with nothing but}
a chaotic aggregate of apparently meaningléss and unconnected 3§
events. But the case may be different if we transfer our atten- g
tion from the fortunes of the individual to that of the whole<}
human species. What from the point of view of the individual*g
appears ‘‘incoherent and lawless’’ may none the less turn out:%
to be orderly and intelligible when looked at from the point of 3§
view of the species; events which previously seemed to lack:§#
all point may now be seen to subserve a wider purpose. It 1s#
after all possible that in the field of history Nature or Providence:}
(Kant uses the two terms interchangeably) is pursuing aj
long-term plan, the ultimate effect of which will be to benefit 3
the human species as a whole, though at the cost of sacrificing
the good of individual human beings in the process..
We have now to ask whether this is more than an idle poss-3;
ibility. Kant proceeds tg develop an argument to show that we*-;
not only can but must accept the idea. Man has implanted in him#
(the standpoint adopted is throughout teleological) a number of
tendencies or dispositions or potentialities. Now it would bég
contrary to reason (because it would contravene the principle::
that Nature does nothing in vain) to suppose that these poten{_ﬁ
tialities should exist but never be developed, though in the case%i;
of some of them (those particularly connected with reason, €.g.;
man’s inventive faculty) we can see quite well that the fullg
development cannot take place in the lifetime ‘of a singleg
individual. We must therefore imagine that Nature has some:
device for ensuring that such potentialities get their develop
ment over a long period of time, so that they are realized SO
far as the species is concerned, though not in the case of all it§
individual members. - . . ¢ Tl
The device in_question is what Kant calls! “the unsocial

L Op, cit., VIII, zo. g
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-

,sociabi]it}'r" of man. He explains himself in a passage from

“Man has an inclination to associate himself with others,
since in such a condition he feels himself more than man, thanks
to his being able to develop his natural capacities. On the other
hand he also has a strong propensity to cut himself off (isolate
himself) from his fellows, since he finds in himself simultane-
ously the anti-social property of wanting to order everything

according to his own ideas; as a result of which he everywhere
expects to meet with antagonism, knowing from his own experi-
ence that he himself is inclined to be antagonistic to others.
Now it is this antagonism which awakens all the powers of man,
forces him to overcome his tendency to indolence and drives
him, by means of the desire for honour, power or wealth, to
procure for himself a position among his fellows, whom he can
neither get on with nor get on without. Thus it is that men take
the first real steps from the state of barbarism to that of civiliza-
tion, which properly consists in the social worth of man; thus it
is that all talents are gradually developed, that taste is funned,
and a beginning made towards the foundation of a way of
thinking capable of transforming in time the rude natural
tendency to moral distinctions into determinate practical
principles: that is to say, capable of converting in the end a
social union originating in pathological needs into a moral
whole. But for these anti-social properties, unlovely in them-
selves, whence springs the antagonism every man necessarily
meets with in regard to his own egoistic pretensions, men might
have lived the life of Arcadian shepherds, in perfect harmony,
satisfaction and mutual love, their talents all remaining for ever
undeveloped in the bud.”?

&
{
i.l:
b
.

|

.‘

} It is, in fact, precisely the bad side of human nature—the very
k: thmg which causes us to despair when we first survey the
.« course of history—which Nature turns to account for the
;,;" purpose of leading man from the state of barbarism into that

i/ of civilization. ~

4 The transition is, or rather (since it is not supposed to
be complete) will be effected in two main stages. The first
' consists of a passage from the state of nature to that of civil

> society. But not every form of civil society is adequate for the

ﬁf, 1 VIII, 2z0-22,
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purpose Kant has in mind: a despotlc nrﬁtotahtanan' i ‘
for example, would not be suitable. What is'needed is am
which, as he himself puts it, “combines with the greateat
sible freedom and in consequence antagonism of its g _
the most rlgld determination and guarantee of the limits 6 L
this freedom, in such a way that the freedom of each mdm.dﬁ 'i' '
may coexist with that of others.”* What is needed, in fact,
a liberal society, with full play for private enterprise. But it igi
not enough (and hiere we pass to the second_stage of -_&f-:s-'--
transition) for this ideal to be realized in a single community.4§
The situation, familiar to the readers of Hobbes, of the war ofgi
individuals against each other is repeated, as Hobbes also saw < ';_
in the international sphere; and the attainment of a perf |
civil society requires a regulation of international as well :
national affairs. Hence we must suppose that the final purpo ol
of Nature in the sphere of history is the establishment of '
confederation of nations with authority over all its members
and that it is to this goal that men will finally be driven by th
miseries its absence brings about. But it should be noted th: ;;T
these miseries, the most prominent of which is war, are not$§
themselves wholly pointless: on the contrary, war stimulates )
men to exertions and discoveries they would otherwise ::
have made, and so contributes to the realization of Nature’gh
design. And even whell an international authority 1s set u e)(L
Kant clearly does not think of nations as losing their identity
and ceasing to emulate one another; otherwise, as he points 4.»
out, “the powers of the human race will go to sleep T X
“The history of the human species as a whole may’ bé T
regarded as the realization of a secret plan of Nature fory
bringing 'into existence a political constitution perfect both
from the internal point of view and, so far as regards this purg
pose, from the external point of view also: such a constitutioff
being the sole condition under which Nature can fully develog§
all the capacities she has implanted 1n humanity.®”” This is thg
conclusion drawn by Kant from the foregoing arguments, g
oﬂ?ered by him as a clue to the construction of a phllosophy ﬁ

1 VIII, 22.
2 VIII 26.
- V_III, 27.
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® ' KANT AND HERDER 127
j@-history. That the argument which leads up to it is in large part
% a priori he has no wish to deny. Will an empirical survey of the
¥ actual course of events confirm the reliability of these a prior:
% speculations? Wisely pointing out that the period for which
$ we have historical records is too short for us to hope to trace in

gl =

¥ -take, Kant nevertheless holds that the evidence, as far as it
¥ goes, does confirm his suggestions. But he leaves it to others
¥ better versed in the subject than himself to write a universal
i history from the phﬂosoPhlcal point of v:ew, merely remarking
o that his putting the project forward is in no way intended to
f¥ detract from the prosecution of historical studies by empirical
}. means, It is not a short cut to the discovery of historical facts

% he is offering; merely a way of looking at the facts once they are

1% discovered.

ﬂ_§ 3. Criticism of Kant’s Theory

Fj So much by way of summary of Kant’s theory; we must
"now turn from exposition to evaluation,
I shall begin with a point which will readily occur to
_readers of the preceding pages: the external character of Kant’s
- approach to history. I refer to the fact that there is on his
theory a complete gulf between the activity of the historian
discovering facts about the past and that of the philosopher
devising a point of view from which sense can be made of them.
i “The philosopher, it appears, can produce a rationale of history
without taking any account of the detailed course of historical
"'change His standpoint is reached by the combination of a
f number of a priori principles (such as that Nature does nothing
“In vain) with certain broad generalizations about human be-
%hawour, generalizations which may be confirmed by a scrutiny
. *of ‘historical records but are not necessarily arrived at by
s}*processes of historical research. And the comment we must
;Lmake on this is that though Kant puts his standpoint forward as
one from which some future historian may attempt a satis-
ty factory universal history, it is by no means clear that the
‘project will have any appeal to working historians. For if we
are assured ih advance of experience (and in some sense we are
assurcd though the point, as we shall see, is a difficult one)
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128 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY: 48
. e TR

that history does and must conform to a cérthhl_patt‘em,'whﬁ'-
centive is there to undertake the laborious task of tracing tha@
pattern empirically? ; v L TR

Two possible ways of meeting this difficulty ‘must now Hel
considered. e s e}.

First, it might be urged that the a priori knowledge Kant
is ascribing to the philosopher of history is on his own accouniy
very limited in scope, and so far from constituting a bar tg
positive historical enquiry ought rather to act as a stimulus to)
it. The argument for its so doing would depend for its plausi«]
bility on appeal to a parallel case—that of the philosophy off
nature, In the Critigue of Pure Reason and elsewhere Kant tried}
to show that there were certain propositions of a very genera

pendently of experience, and argued that the knowledge of!
these propositions was a positive encouragement to empiricaly
enquiry (for instance, the conviction that nature is orderlyi
stimulated Kepler to further investigations in the face of dis-
couraging results). Similarly, it might be said, knowledge:
of the proposition that there is a certain pattern in the historical
process should encourage historians to pursue their studies,
much as the conviction that there is a way out of a maze
encourages the lost to go on looking for it. "

But this line of @fence fails when we observe that tbp
parallel adduced is not sgrictly accurate. The “universal lawt
of nature,”” of which Kant claims in the Critiqgue of Pu 3
Reason that we have a priori knowledge and of which th
general law of causality is the best-known instance, are Ong
and all formal principles: they are of use in enabling us
anticipate, not the details, but only the general form of ex:
perience. By knowing the principle that every event has :
cause, for instance, we know nothing about the causal con
nections between particular events; we know only that it 1
reasonable to look for causes whenever we meet with natura
events. 'To put the point another way, from the proposition tha
all events have causes nothing follows about the particula
casual relations we shall meet with in nature. But the prin(_:ip;
taken for granted by the Kantian philosopher of history 1s 1
this respect quite different; for ‘'when we are assured of the
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KANT AND HERDER 129

clple, as Kant tlnnks we are, we are assured not merely that
he ® is @ pattern in history but further that it 1s a pattern of a
n kind. In other words, the principle assumed in Kant’s
ht osophy of history is a material principle, and it 18 just
" use of this that its relation to the assertions of working
torlans is of importance.
s We are therefore driven back on the alternative line

pf defence, to which I shall make a somewhat devious
. pI'ORCh
k. It is a common practice among philosophers today to
S8 llow Leibniz in dividing true propositions into truths of
Bfact and truths of reason. Truths of fact are validated or
Btonfuted by reference to particular experiences; truths of
@ reason, about the nature and number of which there is much -
Wrontroversy, are agreed to be valid rrespective of what in
‘®barticular occurs. Now the question might be asked into which
yclass we should put the principle of the Kantian philosopher
' w lustory (if we can refer in this way to the sentence quoted on
. 126 above). The answer is not easy to find. For on the one
and we must say that the principle looks like a factual truth,
ince, as we have just seen, it concerns not the form but, in a
vide sense, the matter of experience. On the other hand it
“seems reasonably clear that Kant did not envisage the possibility
that it was open to confutation by experience, but regarded it
as resting on a priori grounds; and in this respect it looks like a
"‘g'uth of reason.
i~  What this suggests 1s that the status of Kant’s principle,
and our supposed knowledge of it, require more careful
-* vestlgatmn than we have hitherto given to them. And when
'we compare what he has to say about history with some of his
gother doctrines (notably those in the appendix to the Dialectic
in the Critigue of Pure Reason and those 1n the Critique of
dgment) we see that he is in fact assigning a special standing
o the principle he has sought to establish. He regards it, in
act, neither as an empirical proposition nor as a necessary
| th in the sense in which the general law of causality is for
ll ; -_ im a necessary truth, but rather as what he calls in the first
W@Uritique a regulative or heuristic principle, useful in the
I} secutmn of empirical research but not itself susceptible of
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any kind of proof. And for that reason it is not, in J"E
sense, “known”’ to anyone. The only propositions whicli;_; o
Kant’s view, we can be said to know are, on the one hanifj
propositions concerning matters of fact, on the other pro _..
tions such as the “universal laws of nature’” mentioned aboye
and the principle with which we are concerned falls into neitli¢]
class. It is a principle of whose truth we can have subjectivd
but not objective certainty; we can be assured of it, thanks
its being closely involved in moral practice!, but more tha
that we cannot claim. S B
Recognition of these subtleties puts Kant’s case in a different
light; yet even so the position is not wholly clear. We are now
being invited to believe that the principle which guides the
» philosophical historian is a heuristic principle, which would
assign it the same status as, for example, the principle of teleod
logy, to which, Kant thought, working biologists must make
appeal. When we adopt that principle we direct our scientific
studies on the assumption that nature is working purposively
at any rate in regard to some of her products; and this is (or may
be) an important step on the road to scientific discovery. If thi
parallel can be justified—if we can show that there is a precis
analogy between what the historian gets and what the biologis
gets from philosophy—then Kant’s contention is at any rate
respectable one. Unfottunately here again the parallel suggestg
does not seem to be exagt. ;
The trouble is that Kant is claiming that philosophers ¢%
provide working historians not merely with a general principl
(as they can provide working biologists with the genere
principle of teleology) but with a special principle of a pat
ticular kind. If I am warranted in assuming the teleologic:
principle in nature I am warranted in expecting that I sha
meet in nature with examples of purposive behaviour; an
I plan my researches accordingly. What I have done 1s 1
accept teleology as a methodological postulate or workir
assumption. But an assumption of that kind does not lead m
to anticipate finding any particular sort of purposive pattern .
nature. By contrast, if I accept the Kantian principle of hi
" 1Gee the sectian of the Critique of Pure Reason entitled “On Opinic
Knowledge and Belief”’ (B848/A820). . i
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% KANT AND HERDER 131
Etorical interpretation I am able to say, without reference to
texperience, not only that history has a plot, but also, in gencral
BB terms, what that plot is. As we saw before, it is not only the
M- form of experience that Kant’s principle enables me to antici-
S pate, but, to an important extent, its matter too; and this it is
E which makes everyday historians suspicious of the Kantian
S account,

A It 1s useless in this connection to point out that, if we follow
gl Kant strictly, we cannot be said to ‘“‘know” in advance of
| experience the general plot to which history may be expected
e to conform. We do indeed lack scientific knowledge of it, just
i as we do of other principles of the heuristic kind; but this has
B no bearing on the situation. For the fact remains that on Kant’s
§%. .view we are well assured of the principle in question. We may
B not be able to prove it, but that does not mean that it is open
? ¥ to doubt.

%L, I conclude that though the Kantian doctrine is a great
g deal more complex and more subtle than might appear at first
@ sight, it is nevertheless one which historians would find
gt -difficult to characterize as other than arbitrary. The problem

y
hsi

1. for a theory of this type is to give an account of the relation of
*%. the a priori to the empirical elements in philosophical history, to

avoid the easily proffered reproach that the philosophical
~ historian is merely making the facts up, or selecting them, to

{ismt his own wishes. It does not seem to me that Kant has an

i R

1
-
'

i
L

.. adequate answer to this problem, though he was acutely aware
% of the general problem of which it is a specification. Nor is it
kv comforting to observe that parallel difficulties are to be found

8 in regard to Hegel’s philosophy of history, as we shall presently
ESee,

. In the above remarks I have concentrated exclusively on
¥ the epistemological side of Kant’s theory of history. I should
¥ add at this point that there are critics, such as Mr. Carritt?,
i have attacked Kant’s views on moral grounds as well,
sgwiurging that history cannot have a moral point if it demands

I (as Kant seems to be saying) so many innocent victims in

1 the accomplishment of its goal. But this is a charge which I
g 'shall not discuss, since in my view Kant’s theory falls to the
| ! See his Morals and Politics.,
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§ 4. Herder's Philosophy of History . | - {8
To pass from the writings of Kant to those of Herder

next author to be consideréd, is to pass from one age to ano{h
though in fact the first part of Herder’s magnum opus, I1d§
for a Philosophical History of Mankind, appeared a few morg
earlier than the essay we have just been examining. Herd
had been in his youth a pupil of Kant’s, but the mature ide
and outlook of the two men could scarcely have been mdg
opposed. Kant, born in 1724, was a product of the Enlighte
ment: cool and critical in temper, cautious in speculation &
suspicious of all forms of mysticism, he was touched_ or
slightly! by the upsurge of Romanticism which had so pr
found an effect on German intellectual life in the closing ye:
of the eighteenth century. But Herder was born twenty yea
later; he was a man of sensibility rather than cold intelle
speculation and passion were in his blood. It was scarce
surprising in these circumstances that he' came to despise t
precise Kantian antitheses of empirical and a prior:, conte
and form, with all the conclusions Kant had drawn from the
about the competence of the human mind to acquire knowled
By nature it was in intuition rather than discursive intellect;
he felt inclined to put his trust. As might be expected(,
results, whilst at times brilliant.and suggestive, were:
others extraordinarily odd. |
Herder’s masterpiece (for so, despite everything, it m
be called) is a difficult work to summarize. It is, to begin w
unfinished (of the twenty-five ‘“‘books” planned, the last
were not written); but that is perhaps the least of its difficult
The main trouble is the very broad way in which Herder c
ceives his subject. Unlike Kant, he propeses to write ph
sophical history, not merely to discuss its po:-:,mblhty; anc
due course he begins to carry the proposal into effect.
1 That he did feel its influence in some degree could not be der
the Critique of Fudgment (in particular, the discussion of teleology, w
" greatly interested Goethe) bears witness to that. But when he does spec
he is always careful to point out ,the hazardous character of his own
cedure, and it is in this that he differs from his immediate Successors.
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RKANT AND HERDER 133
f, mchmg that stage the reader has to work thrnugh no

S5 than “tenbooks of preliminary matter, covering a wide
aty of topics, and in effect constituting a philosophical
¥eatise in themselves.
*Herder s defence of his procedure would be that if we are
r understand human history we must first understand man’s
Blace in the cosmos, and take the subject pretty seriously.
Just, how seriously he takes it himself is shown by the fact
t'he ‘begins with a disquisition on the physical character of
!. earth and its relation to other planets. Thence he proceeds
h m a survey of plant and animal life, with a view to elucidating
the special characteristics of the human species. The most
;.i '11 arresting of these characteristics, in Herder’s opinion, is man’s
P pnght station, the fact that, unlike any other animal, he walks
|8 m two legs: to this feature he attributes an astonlshmg variety
-‘-{_. #0f human phenomena: not merely the development of reasoning
nwers by human beings (their upright posture aftecting their
P Brains) and their use of language, but (amongst other things)
“¥etheir having moral and religious faculties. But all this iz only
;%54 preliminary to a still proader piece of speculation. Herder
i ;&lmpressed by the fact that there is a continuous series of gra-
" “dations from the simplest form of inorganic matter to man, the
| hlghest because the most complex, form of animal life; and he
"!"‘ pounds the hypothesis that the whole universe is animated
| =g hy a single organizing force, or unified set of organizing forces,
:l yorking for the free emergence of spirit. Man is the highest
Jtproduct of this life force (for so it may be called) on the earth,
~ivand all else there exists to subserve his development ; but it
would be wrong to think of him as the only spiritual creature
,t ‘n the universe. On the contrary, everything goes to suggest
.| {48that he stands half-way between two worlds, forming the con-
| ! ’5, ting link between them: a world of ammal beings of which

. 4

}[ghe ¢1s the highest, and one of spiritual beings of which he is the

| jifdowest member. ,
H S L;*f :T]:us takes us to the end of Book V. The remainder of the

| ‘ditroduction (Books VI-X) is less exciting, but nearer the main

ic. of the work, covering as it does such subjects as the

uence of geography and climate on history, and the differen-

% L’ru
u‘ ion .gf races. Hlstory, for Herder, 1s a resultant of the
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. the spirit of the various peoples into which the homogeneous #§
~ human species is broken up. To understand the history of a ;8

<
o8

interplay of two sets of forces: the external forces which con-- }

stitute human environment, and an internal force Which can ‘{38
only be described as the spirit of man or, more accurately, as 3§

nation we must certainly take account of its geographical and |

contrary, we must recognize that every nation is animated by :§
a certain spirit, which finds expression in whatever its members  §
do., .
The importance of this idea should not be judged by the 8
crudity of its present expression. In putting it forward Herder§
was not only pointing out the unsatisfactoriness of any purely ¥
materialisti¢ theory of history; he was also taking an important 3
step towards breaking away from the unhistorical outlook |
characteristic of his age. It was common in the eighteenth ]
century to think of human nature as a constant, which did not *}
vary fundamentally but merely behaved differently in different 3
circumstances. The important distinction between men, it was 33
thought, was that between civilized and barbarian; but
civilized men were the same at all times and in all places. §
Now this assumption had important practical effects—it 5
meant, for instance, that Drientals were treated on their merits, *
without racial prejudice; but its bearing on historical studies
was less fortunate. It fostered an attitude to the past Which%
was altogether too uncritical and simple-minded. Herder’s -
observation!, obvious.as it seems today, that the histories ofaqla
Greece and China would not have taken the courses they did-¥
if the Greeks had lived in China and the Chinese in Greece, .4
drew attention to this uncritical spirit, and in so doing made ;
possible the modern concept of civilization as being, notyg
uniform and unchanging, but differently specified among:
different peoples.? | - e

The details of Herder’s treatment of the facts of world}
history, which occupies the remainder of the Ideas, need not

1 Ideas, Book XIII, Ch, VI _ ER
2 Herder, in fact, may be said to have invented the idea of a civihizationy

as opposed to that of eivilization itself. Alternatively, we might ascribe ‘_ |
him the notion of national character.
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KANT AND HERDER 135

Il detain us, though it is worth remarking that his way of organ-
1® jzing his material seems to have been the model followed by
I# Hegel. Of more interest are the general reflections with which
- he intersperses his narrative at regular intervals, for it 1s in
1% these that what he himself takes to be the philosophical lessons
B of history are brought out. In seeking for a philosophy of history
§¥ he seems, to judge from these passages, to have been doing two
%, things. First, to have tried to show that historical events arc
2 not lawless, but proceed according to laws just as natural events
do. To this end he reiterates constantly the assertion that the
. key to any historical situation is to be found in the circum-
k' stances (including the internal circumstances mentioned
above) in which it took place: we have only to enumerate those
¥ circumstances, discover the forces at work, to see that things
& must have happened in the way they did. The flowering of a
¢ civilization is for Herder as natural as the flowering of a rose,
. and an appeal to the notion of the miraculous 1s no more
. needed in the first case than the second. And secondly, to have
. tried to discover a general purpose in history, somethirg to
+ lend point to the whole historical process. Such a purpose, he
f argues!, cannot be thought of satisfactorily (here once more
. we meet with the moral twist of speculative philosophy of
history) as something external to man: man’s destiny must lie
in his own potentialities. Somewhat vaguely, Herder announces
that the purpose of history is the attainment of humanity, i.e.
(presumably) the attainment of a state of affairs where men are
most truly themselves. And he speaks at times as if this was
an end which men could deliberately help to bring -about;
though how that could be if things must happen as they do is
not apparent. '

Herder’s conclusion is thus not substantially different from
Kant’s, though he would not himself have liked the comparison.
j+ His reaction to Kant’s theory would be to condemn it as
v a priori, a piece of metaphysics in a sense of the term thought
v . disreputable then as now. His own views, by contrast, claimed
i to be grounded in a careful scrutiny of the facts. But we may
. well ‘ask whether Herder is not perhaps too sanguine in this
R matter. Like other writers of a speculative turn of mind, he

1 Book XV. Ch. L
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136 INTRODUCTION TO PHILﬂSﬂPHY OF HIS»TORY

starts from the facts, but uses them as a spruigbuard ratﬁg 1
than a | final restmg-place, developing analogies ‘and - bold 3
hypotheses in a way which strikes more sober persons af§
unwarranted. The criticism that greater caution was needed
struck him, when it was made by Kant?, as the reaction of " ‘
narrow and unimaginative mind, one which lacked the mmgh
necessary for the philosophical understanding of history. It%
is on the genuineness or otherwise of the IIISIght here claimed ¥
that Herder must finally be judged. '8

1 In his reviews (Berlin edition, VIII, 43-66) of the first two parts uf the
Ideas, the sceptical tone of which murtally offended the author.
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CHAPTER VII

SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY: HEGEL

W § 1. Transition to Hegel
¥ THE purpose of the present discussions is to illustrate the
B character of speculative philosophy of history, not to write
. a complete history of the subject. I shall accordingly omit
E. at this point all reference to such writers as Schelling and
B Fichte, and proceed at once to an examination of the relevant
& views of Hegel, despite the fact that there is a fifty-year gap
L between the publication of Herder’s Ideas and that of Hegel’s
. Lectures on the Philosophy of History. The transition need not,
g however, appear unduly abrupt, since Hegel’s theories can
B! easily be represented as continuous with those we have just
*. considered. Hegel, indeed, might well have claimed to have
embodied the virtues of both his predecessors, combining the
~ passion and strength of imagination admired by Herder with
| & the precision of mind -demanded by Kant.!
.~ To expound and comment on Hegel’s philosophy of history
;. 1n a few pages is an undertaking which requires some boldness,

I

% ‘since it involves giving a sketch, however briefly, of the
o Hegelian philosophy as a whole. As was pointed out at the
F beginning of Chapter VI, history is only one of a series of fields
¢ which Hegel proposes to “comprehend” rationally; and it is
&t the general principle behind this activity which we must
k' attempt to make clear, as well as its particular application.
§: But before following this procedure we must put in an im-

. portant proviso. In Hegel’s completed system the march of

_. ' According to Hegel, Kant’s philosophy embodied the outlook of the
>scientific understanding, whilst Herder belogged to the reaction against
%« that outlook which expressed. itself in the Romantic philogsophies of feeling.
¥ Hegel’s own philosophy was intended to synthesize these two in a new
& standpoint, that of speculative reason. See further betow. |
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138 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

history is explained as a dialectical progress; and fo understand }

dialectic we are referred to the most abstract of all philosophical ¥§
disciplines, namely logic. This may suggest that we can im-34
mediately object to Hegel, as we did to Kant, that the stand- 4§
point he adopts towards history is an external one; and the 7'

-

-

criticism ‘must, indeed, in some measure be sustained. But it is }§
important to notice that the logical order of Hegel’s writings
does not correspond with the historical order of his own philo- 1%
sophical development. Everything goes to show that the *
problems which preoccupied him in the years when his views .}
were maturing were not questions of abstract logic and meta- 5
physics, but much more concrete issues, in particular the
question of the philosophical interpretation of the nature and 3
history of religion.! It is thus misleading to suggest that Hegel <3
first worked out the dialectic a priori and then proceeded-to 9§
apply it, Procrustes-like, to the sphere of empirical fact.§
Whatever the truth of the matter in other fields, it is clear
enough that in the case of history a genuine interest in the facts -
preceded the discovery of their dialectical connections.

§ 2. Dialectic and the Philosophy of Spirit RN

Be this as it may, Hegel’s philosophy of history can be §
understood only if it ig located within a wider context, and#
we must begin by giving some account of that context. The:!
philosophical sciences, as Hegel called them, comprised two!
main divisions: logic, or the science of the Idea, and th(
philosophies of Nature and Spirit, the sciences of the concretf:_,ﬂ
embodiment of the Idea. Logic dealt with the formal articulad
tion of the concepts of pure reason, those concepts whichit
(Hegel thought) were predicable not of particular things ura
classes of things, but of reality viewed as a whole. There were.
certain predicates (in a wide sense of the term) such as “‘exiS<y
tence” and “measurability,”” which applied, or were thought
to apply, to whatever is; and logic, conceived on this view#
quite differently from the formal logic of tradition, was saidg
to be the study of these crucial predicates. Its aim was, 0]

1795-1800, translated by T. M. Knox and R. Kroner in Hegel's f
' ' o

Theological Writings. | o

+ Compare the works (not published by Hegel himself) from the periog)
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il establish both what concepts fell into this particular class and
B how they were connected together.
% Both problems, in Hegel’s view, could be solved, thanks
B to the dialectical nature of thought. It is extremely important
¥ that the reader should have some idea of what is meant by
B! “dialectic’’ in this context. One way of approaching this very
& difficult subject is by considering the way in which the con-
P cepts of pure reason are held to form, not merely a series, but
‘ a self-generating series. Suppose we employ one of the con-
I cepts in question in an effort to make a satisfactory statement
B about reality as a whole; suppose, for example, we judge that
¢ the real is the measurable. Then, it is said, reflection on the
B concept employed will, if sufficient attention is given to the
¥ question, reveal certain inadequacies or contradictions in it;
% and this will lead us not merely to abandon the judgment that
‘ the real is the measurable, but to commit ourselves to the
; opposite point of view, that the concept of measurement cannot
' be properly applied to reality at all. We might reach this
! position if we argued, for instance, that to measure anytiing
- involves breaking it up into separate parts, whilst one feature
% which we know reality to possess from our immediate experi-
. ence is continuity.
But the new judgment, when we scrutinize it carefully,

turns out to be no more satisfactory than the first: it too
- involves us in difficulties and contradictions. To say that
}k-reality 1s beyond measure is as misleading as to say that it is
. essentially capable of measurement; the truth is that we want
{ to make both assertions at once. We are therefore led to
i make a fresh characterization of reality which will do justice
| 1 to the good points, and avoid the errors, of both. Should we
| ¢ attain to this new point of view (and Hegel holds that its
| & attainment is always in principle possible) thought has made
u#a definite advance; but it does not follow that it has attained
! permanent satisfaction. On the contrary: the whole process
g will repeat itself, and a fresh series of ideas be produced, when
% the resulting concept is critically examined.
i. To say that the concepts of pure reason, the categoriés
- Or Denkbestimmungen, as Hegel called them, are dialectically
frelated i1s to call attention to this peculiar property they
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140 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF I{-Ia'-'_ljﬁ_gﬁ&
have of giving rise ‘one to another. The contention 13, -
their content is such that they fall naturally into trizds G
thesis, antithesis and synthesis, and that the synthesis-cone -.-'5
of each triad becomes a thesis-concept for a new triad. Ande
is perhaps worth noticing in this connection that the relatioms
ship is said to hold in the first instance not between facts g
events, but between concepts or ideas. In current politics wej
hear much of the alleged “contradictions’ of capitalism, asig}]
it is to the Hegelian logic that this way of speaking must bej
traced back; but it was not to this sort of sphere that”thes
dialectic was originally applied at all. e
The business of logic, as conceived by Hegel, is to follow?
the dialectic to its conclusion; it can be carried out because i}
is possible to assign an upper and a lower limit to the series oft
ideas through which thought naturally passes. There can be no}
idea more simple than-that of pure being; and when the
thinker arrives at the notion of the Absolute Idea, as the,
culminating. category is called, there is no further step in;
the field of logic for him to take. =
But here the words “in the field of logic”’ must be emphas.
sized. When the logician finally attains the notion of the Absolute
Idea he has, as a logician, done everything that is required of
him: he has followed gut the whole dialectical progress of the
categories, and no further contradictions confront him. By
Hegel holds that his satisfaction will evert so not be completg:
For he will be troubled by the abstract character of all tl
ideas studied by logic; he will want to show that their conten
exists, not merely in some sort of Platonic heaven, but also;
and properly, in the world of fact. He will be confronted in
effect with the problems of the philosophies of Nature and
Spirit, that of the concrete or “phenomenal” embodiment of
the Idea. | | .
It is highly important for the understanding of Hegel’
attitude to history to grasp, in a general way at least, wha
lies behind this strange-sounding notion. Perhaps we can make
it clear, or clearer, by the following considerations. A f.
 Reality for Hegel is spirit: the universe is, in a sense
the product of mind and therefore intelligible to mind. Hegel
philosophy is thus rightly characterized by the epithet “ration
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balist.”’ But we must ask what mind cognizes when it tries to
Bshink the world. So far as logic is concerned, all it would seem
[ to grasp is a series of purely general characters, merely possible
M - redicates whose attribution to concrete situations is wholly
I contingent. Thus what logic appears to present us with is, in the
M picturesque words of Bradley, ‘“a ghostly ballet of bloodless
kcategories.” Such a result struck others besides Bradley as a
B cheat and a sham, among them Hegel himself. In his own day
| Hegel saw the way the abstract conception of reason favoured
I8 by Kant and (in general) the pre-Kantian rationalists had been
1 countered by the many philosophies of feeling; and hostile as
U he was to those philosophies, he was anxious to incorporate 1n
BB his own system the truth he held them to embody. It was to this
/& end that he tried to devise a new form of rationalism, one for
B which specifically rational concepts were something more than
§ empty abstractions, one which looked on ideas as in some way
& containing the seed of their development in the concrete. If
E such a standpoint could be justified, the categories might be
¥ shown to have blood in them after all, and the reproach=s of
¥ the philosophers of feeling be answered.
¢ It was this need to avoid an abstract rationalism which led
¥ Hegel to take the step we are endeavouring to explain. So far
we have spoken as if dialectic were confined to the sphere of
~ logic; and this was indeed its original home. But now we learn
2 that, in addition to all the internal triads of logic, logic or the
B Idea is itself part of a super-triad, of which Nature forms the
E-antithesis and Spirit (mental life) the synthesis. The Idea, to
¢ be fully itself, demands concrete embodiment, which it finds by
‘# “externalizing” itself as Nature and ‘“‘returning to” itself as
. E*Concrete Spirit.
& It follows from this that the key to the philosophical under-
standing of empirical facts, whether of the natural or the
i mental world, is to be found for Hegel in the categories of his
¥logic, and that the dialectical transitions of the latter find their
i counterpart in the former. But the relationship should not be
il misunderstood. Though Hegel would probably accept the
f statement just made, he would protest with the utmost vigour
$against any attempt to represent him as holding that the world
i of fact is but a pale reflection of the world of intellectual
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142 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY ¥}

ideas. That sort of view had been held by previous philosophers Jif
with whom he had some affinity, for example by Plato; but it %%

was emphatically not Hegel’s view. For him Nature and Spirit§
were not mere imitations of the logical Idea, they were develop=§

ments of it; and that meant that to understand them something 3
more was required than knowledge of the Idea. In other wordsy 3 |
for Hegel as for the rest of us the suggestion that philosophersifi#
might deduce empirical truths a priori was absurd. Logic3®
could offer the philosopher a guiding-thread through the“gk
labyrinth of experience, but it could not serve as a substitute i
for experience-itself. ' .

-
-

f

p
B
I
f
b
1

A2
¥

§ 3. Hegel’'s Philosophy of History -5y

The reader should now be in a position to consider some of #
the details of Hegel’s treatment of history. . |

Philosophy of history, for Hegel, is part of the philosophy
of Spirit, and the problem which confronts its exponent is thay §8
of tracing the working of reason in a particular empirical sphere. 38
That reason is at work in history—that in this as in otherj
fields the real is the rational—is a proposition which the
philosophical historian does not undertake to prove or even 3
. examine: he takes it as demonstrated by logic or, as we should §
prefer to say, metaphysics. His task is to apply the principle, 3

..‘.’"‘:

showing that an accourlt of the facts can be given consistentlyyys
with it. 4 . s

This gives us the differentia of philosophical as opposeg '; !
to empirical or everyday history. Ordinary historians, whethet'$t
they are “original” writers like Thucydides and Julius Caesagy@
confining themselves for the most part to the narrative okg
contemporary events, or ‘‘reflective” historians painting on a
broader canvas such as Livy, feel their first duty to be thel
accurate delineation of the facts. They may brighten up theirg
narrative by presenting it from a distinct point of view, orgg
they may season it with reflections of topical interest; buti
particular facts remain their paramount concern. The philo-3
sophical historian, by contrast, is struck by the fragmentaryss
and inconsequential character of the results thus achieved, andig
looks for something better. This something better is thEy
divination of the meaning and point*of the whole historicdlls

A
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i process, the exhibition of reason’s working in the sphere of
M history. To accomplish this task the philosopher must take
# the results of empirical history as data, but it will not suffice
3 for him merely to reproduce them. He must try to illuminate
% history by bringing his knowledge of the Idea, the formal
articulation of reason, to bear upon it, striving, in a phrase
8% Hegel uses elsewhere!, to elevate empirical contents to the
B, rank of necessary truth.

: This sounds an imposing and exciting programme, but
& before we attempt to discuss it we must sketch Hegel’s theories
4, 1n a little more detail.
¥ The clue to history, in Hegel’s view, is to be found in
W the idea of freedom. “World History,” in the words of the
¥ lectures, ‘“‘exhibits the development of the consciousness of
& freedom on the part of Spirit, and of the consequent realization
¢t of that freedom.”* This principle is capable both of abstract
t logical proof and of empirical confirmation. Historical phe-
¥ nomena, as we know, are manifestations of Spirit as opposed to
. Nature (though Hegel does not overlook the importance of the
+' natural background to men’s actions), and

“It is a result of speculative philosophy that freedom is the
sole truth of Spirit. Matter possesses gravity in virtue of its
tendency towards a central point. It is essentially composite, con-
sisting of parts which exclude each other. It seeks its unity, and
therefore exhibits itself as self-destructive, as verging towards
l its opposite. If it could attain this it would be matter no longer,
5 it would have perished. It strives after the realization of its
B idea; for in unity it exists ideally. Spirit on the contrary may be
e defined as that which has its centre in itself. It has not a unity
outside itself, but has already found it; it exists in and with
itself. Matter has its essence out of itself. Spirit is self-contained
existence. Now this is freedom exactly.””

i A glance at the actual course of historical events confirms
[ these abstract considerations. In the Oriental World (the
¢ civilizations of China, Babylonia and Egypt) despotism and
i w1 )Encyclopaecﬁa, § 12 (The Logic of Hegel, translated by W. Wallace,
¥ p. 10).

g * Lectures om the Philosophy of History, translated by J. Sibree (Bohn's

I Libraries), p. 66.
. 30p. cit,, p. 18.
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slavery were the rule: freedom was cunﬁned to 4 smg J
‘the monarch. But the Greco-Roman world, although retz re ng. &
the institution of slavery, extended . the area of freedom "t X
claiming it as the right of citizens if not .of all individuals ‘_
The process has been completed by the Germanic nations o q
modern Europe, wlo have accepted the Christian principle off '/
the infinite worth of individual men as such, and so have i’ .t
explicitly adopted the idea of liberty; though, as Hegel nutesg@
this does' not mean that they have carried it to full effect 1 in
their institutions.

It remains to determine in what sense “freedom’ is to h&g
understood in this account; but the main lines of Hegel’s:
attitude are already clear. Like Kant and the philosophers of " s
the Enlightenment, he is proposing to “make sense” of history Q-
by means of the notion of progress; he differs from them unly’
in unportmg the dialectic, thus professing to give the theory an:

a priori ground.

We must now enquire into the stages of the progressmn of
which history, in Hegel’s view, consists, Here he shows signs of
having learnt from both his main predecessors. From Kant he |
takes over the notion that philosophical history must concern- §
itself with some larger unit than individual men, and he |
identifies this unit, following Herder, with dlﬂ’e;ent nations
or peoples. Every natiof has its own characteristic principle or}g«
genius, which reflects itself in all the phenomena assomated(f
with it, in “its religion, its pohtlca.l institutions, its moral code,"¥
its system of law, its mores, even its science and art, and the"
level of mechanical aptitude it attains.”! And every nation |
has a peculiar contribution which it is destined, in 1ts turn,- /
to make to the process of world history. When a nation’s hour
strikes, as it does but once, all other nations must give way 1
to it, for at that particular epoch it, and not they, is the chosen
vehicle of the world spirit.2

A philosophical approach to history thus puts us in pos- 4
session (i) of the main motif of the drama of which hlstory
consists, and (ii) of the fact that the drama is divided into
-d1stmct acts. Can it take us any further? Here Hegel is for -

¥
#
§ |
4

I'
l'

1.

-1 8}3 cit., pp. 66—7
PM@WP’W ﬂf R.ghz, § 347.
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la moment cautious. “That such and such a specific quality
foonstitutes the peculiar genius of a people,” he says,! “is
Fthe element of our enquiry which must be derived from ex-
E perience and historically proved.” As we saw before, philosophy

i does not profess to be able to anticipate the details of experience.
'But it seems all the same to have something to tell us about
L them, for the passage immediately continues: ‘‘to accomplish
i this presupposes, not only a disciplined faculty of abstraction,
B but an intimate acquaintance with the Idea.” And in the
1% Philosophy of Right,® where the contents of the lectures are
anticipated in summary form, we are offered an argument
I which purports not only to show that the main stages of
B the historical process must be four in number (correspond-
| ing to the four “world-historical” realms, Oriental, Greek,
#% Roman and Germanic, which empirical enquiry establishes),
B but further to deduce a prior: the main characteristics of
¢ each.
. There is one further feature of Hegel’s philosophy of
- history which no account of it, however brief, should .omit:
B his doctrine of the moving forces in historical change. Here
I too he appears to be indebted, in an unexpected way, to Kant.
¢ Just as Kant had argued (cf. p. 125 above) that Providence takes
advantage of the bad side of human nature to accomplish 1its
purposes in history, so Hegel contends that reason’s great

. design can be carried out only with the co-operation of human
i passions. Certain individuals, great men like Casar or Alexan-
i der, are chosen instruments of destiny. They pursue their
i purposes, seeking each his individual satisfaction, but in
- doing this produce results of a far-reaching importance they
i could not themselves have foreseen. Such men are indispen-
¥ sable if the plot of history is to be worked out, for ideas are
& impotent until will-power stands behind them. Hegel adds that
@ they must not in consequence be judged by ordinary moral

i standards:

“Such men may treat other great, even sacred, interests
inconsiderately; conduct which indeed is obnoxious to moral

[T

1 Lectures, p. 67.
2 Philosophy of Right, §§ 352—3.
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146 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY ol
reprehension. But so mighty a form must trample down &1 1
an innocent flower, crush to pieces many an object in its path.” 15 8!
| l

r at
- 1
o l,!

:
3t

In their case at least the end, of which they are not themselves-ii
fully conscious, justifies what would be otherwise object-ionablé p

¥

means. b

L d
=

The apparently cynical nature of this conclusion, and of 3
other parts of Hegel’s doctrine, provokes the question whether! &
a philosophy of history conceived on these lines can commend: 3
itself to moral reason. This is a point about which Hegel was™ &
himself quite properly sensitive, since for him as for others §
to demonstrate the rationality of history is to offer not only' &
an intellectual explanation of the course of events, but a moral 3
justification of it too. His main way of dealing, or attempting 4
to deal, with the difficulty was by arguing that the true ethical g
unit is ndt the isolated individual but the ‘““moral organism,”
the state or society in which he was brought up, and that the &
claims of the latter must take precedence over those of the &
former. That the individual should perish for the good of the i
“whole’’ does not strike him as morally outrageous. And 1if 1t 14
said that this involves the condonation of much that con- @
science condemns, his reply is that it is not self-evident that 7§
individual conscience is the highest court of appeal in these §
matters. Morality of conscience must in fact be replaced by %
an ethics based on the good of society, and if we adopt tha’g
standpoint and take a long view of events much that fomerlx; ¢
seemed reprehensible will be seen to have its point.? R

It may be added that it is in the light of this doctrine{'__
of “social ethics” that Hegel’s conception of freedom must be ¥
interpreted. It is certainly paradoxical that one whose politicals
outlook was markedly anti-liberal should have made progress §
towards the realization of freedom the goal of history. But by, ;1!
“freedom” Hegel certainly did not mean mere absence of. ¥
restraint: he vigorously repudiated the doctrine of natural¥y
rights. The difficult passage quoted on p. 143 shows his ten-§

1 Lectures, p. 34. - .

2 Hegel developed these views on ethics at an early stage of his philos§
sophical career: compare the essay on natural lJaw contributed to Schelling's ¥
Critical Yournal of Philosophy in 1802. Bradley drew extensively on this g !
essay for his well-known discussion of “My Station and its Duties”™ inZ§
Ethical Studies (1876). | .
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dency to identify the free with the self-contained or self-sufficient.
and he found this condition fulfilled not in the individual but
in society. The freedom towards which history was moving was
therefore the freedom of the community as a whole, whose
requirements might (though they should not) strike individual
citizens as externally imposed. It would, however, be wrong to
press the antithesis of individual and society too far in Hegel's
case, since a society which imposed a blank uniformity of
behaviour on its members would have struck him as no better
than one in which complete licence prevailed. Here 4s clsewhere
his ideal was unity in diversity, a whole which realized itself in
its members and was not to be thought of as separate from

them.

§ 4. Criticism of Hegel’s Theories

The alarmingly contemporary ring of some of these
opinions makes impartial criticism of the whole theory far from
easy. Nevertheless, we must attempt to break throu gh the fog
of emotion with which the name of Hegel is now surrounded,
and assess his views on their merits.

That Hegel himself made a substantial contribution to
historical studies is not in doubt. He was one of the first to
write a history of philosophy, and his work in this-connection
had a powerful influence on his successors. Moreover, he shows
throughout his writing a sense of the importance of the past for
the understanding of the present which is entirely, or very
largely, wanting in the thought of most eighteenth-century
philosophers. If the Hegelian school had little or no effect on
the development of the natural sciences during the nineteenth
century, it certainly gave a considerable fillip to the prosecution
of social studies in that period. .

But all this might have been true had Hegel written nothing
on the subject of philosophy of history. Could it be claimed that
his work in this field really did what it set out to do, namely, -
" to make history intelligible as it had not been made intelligible
i before? |
‘ To judge by the reactions of professional historians the
proper answer to this question would seem to be “no.” For them
the Hegelian philosophy of history, and for that matter specu-
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148 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY LAY
4 \ , ] r.‘
&

lative philosophies of history of all kihds, are of little or no- .'

]
|
interest. They look on such works, when they notice them at % \
all, as imprudent attempts to-impose 2 preconceived pattern. 34§ -l
on the actual course of events. The intelligibility which they B8
themselves hope to find in history is not the sort of intelligibility ''§
these theories profess to offer. | i

It would, however, be unfair to take this opiﬁion as settling <
the question without further ado, if only because Hegel himself {33
to some extent anticipated the objection. As we have seen, he b |
was anxious to distinguish his own undertaking in constructing - g
a philosophy of history from that of everyday historians in 2§
establishing facts about the past, and would have expressed no
surprise on being told that his aims made little appeal to them.: ‘g8
On the other hand, he would certainly have repudiated the . !
charge of séeking to impose a prearranged pattern on the actual "}
course of events, maintaining that in his theory both a prior: ‘-
and empirical elements were in place, and that neither could 3
supersede the other. x X

We must now try to estimate the adequacy of this defence. ‘§
As regards the first point, it is surely successful. I have tried .58
tp stress throughout this chapter and the last the metaphysical ‘§
and moral context within which speculative philosophy of his- ¥
tory arose and was pursged. As we have seen, those engaged in; 3
these enquiries were concerned to divine the meaning or point. §§
or rationality behind the historical process as a whole, and they /%
took up this question primarily because of its metaphysical>%
relevance. And whatever else they may have intended by the &
vague terms ‘‘meaning,” “point,” etc., they certainly included:§

a moral element in their connotation. In asking that history bé‘\_ :
shown to be intelligible, they were requiring that the con- K
templation of it should leave us morally satisfied, or at least: &
not morally dissatisfied. This is obviously an aim quite foreign '3
to the everyday historian, one which does not concern i
gua historian at all. | . .

Agreement on this point, however, would not remove forge
most working historians their suspicion of speculative _phi_lo s
sophy of history. They would centinue to regard a writerg
like Hegel with misgiving, feeling that there was some g8
fundamentally wrong about his work, something alien to *i}-‘
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HEGEL 149

quite apart from its moral and metaphysical twist. If asked
to justify their misgivings they would probably again pin on
the ambiguities of such words as “intelligible.” *“The specula-
tive philosophers of history,”” we can imagine them saying,
“in seeking to show that history is an intelligible process,
were not only making certain moral demands which do not
concern us as historians; they were also professing to find in
history a pattern or a rhythm which we as empirical enquirers
are not able to detect. And their professions were in fact
fraudulent, for they were only able to seem to do the trick at
all by having recourse to considerations of abstract logic,
considerations which may or may not have been valid in their
proper sphere, but which were palpably without relevance to
history itself.”’

It is here that we come up against the central difficulties of
a position like Hegel’s. In a passage near the beginning of the
lectures we read:

“The only thought which philosophy brings with it to the
contemplation of history is the simple thought of reascn, that
reason rules the world, and consequently that world history too
1s a rational process.”?

But what is meant by “a rational process” in this connection?
We might agree to understand by such a process one which
reason could explain or render intelligible; but then the
question arises what it is to explain or render intelligible in
history. Hegel and his critics appear to answer this question
in different ways.

When a working historian talks of explaining or rendering
intelligible an historical process he has in mind the procedures
we have tried to analyse in a previous chapter—the “colligating”’
of the events of which it consists by means of ‘‘appropriate con-
ceptions,” the tracing in it of the working of general laws
(whether those of psychology, sociology, etc., or the more
familiar generalizations of common sense), and so on. If the
‘process in question proves amenable to these procedures, and

- any others which reputable historians acknowledge, it is said

to be explicable or intelligible. Should a questioner demand of

! Dass es also auch in der Weltgeschichte verniinftig zugegangen sei: Sibree
translation, p. 9. '
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the historian a further explanation once the pruaedures ha\; 2 _ ;
been applied, he will simply get more of the same sort of thmg: 73 L
the origins of the process will be followed up further, its details 3 |
more fully explored. In either case, the process will be said to". gl
be explained when the historian thjnks himself 1n a position to _;_; X
construct what we previously called a “significant” narrative . 3§
of the events in question. -
Now when Hegel speaks of world hlstory being a ratmnal %
process, he is w:thnut doubt implying that it would be pnsmble
to construct a “significant’ narrative (as opposed to an un- -4
connected chronicle) of the events of which it consists; but 'J
he appears to be implying something more too, namely, that :
we could, in principle at any rate, say something not merely .
about the causes of what happened but about its grounds too. g
The suggestion that we explain an historical event when we M
sort out the differertt causal factors at work in it and estimate &
their importance would not content him: he wanted more %
explanation than that. And by “more” in this connection he did  }
not mean more explanation of the same kind as before. It was
not the incompleteness of the story told by working historians
which distressed him; it was its essential superficiality. To
understand history in the proper sense we needed to get §
beyond the empirical standpomt altogether and approach it in "%
quite another way. A
The point will perhaps become clearer if we say that Hegel (
asks the question “why?’’ about history in a sense different from ((,
that in which it is asked by working historians; or rather, that "’
he asks “why?” first in the straightforward historical sense u{
or senses, and then in a further sense of his own. His doing so s
is to be connected with his desire to penetrate behind the = §
surface of historical phenomena to the reality which he has no < %
doubt underlies them. This is an achievement which we cannot
expect of ordinary historians,- whose thought, in Hegellan
jargon, “moves at the level of the understanding”; but it is |
one which falls very clearly in the province of the phllﬁsopher
who has knowledge of the Idea at h15 disposal to deepen hlS 5‘ "
insight into facts, |
But if this is what Hegel is after, how could he set about 5
reaching concrete results? So far as 1 can see, only two cuurses
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were open to him. One was to try to deduce the details of history
from the categories of his logic. History would be a rational
process in Hegel’s strong sense of the term if it could be shown
to be entailed by the abstract dialectic of the Idea. But, as we
have seen, Hegel himself was under no illusions about the
possibility of carrying such a deduction out. Ie therefore chose
the alternative procedure, which was to try to deduce not the
details of history, but its outline or skeleton plot, from purely
philosophical premises.

Yet in choosing this alternative does be not lay himself
open to the very charge of a priorisn he so vehemently secks to
repudiate? And can he in fact produce a convincing answer to
& the charge? Is it not clear that Hegel, on his own showing,
& knows a good deal about the course history must take before he
& knows any historical facts at all? He knows, for instance,
that history must be the gradual realization of freedom; he
even knows that this process must complete itself in four
distinct stages. If required, he will produce philosophical
proofs of these propositions. If this is not determining the
course of history apart from experience it is hard to know what
is.

Hegel might reply that the criticism is ill-conceived: that
it assumes the standpoint of the ‘““understanding” and fails
to allow for the special nature of philosophical reason, a faculty
which is not barely discursive but has intuitive powers too.
But, we must ask, how and where are these intuitive powers
supposed to be exercised? Is it suggested (as Herder, for
example, might have suggested) that the philosopher can dis-
cern the pattern to which the empirical facts necessarily con-
form by scrutinizing them intelligently? If it is, then the
'§ question arises why working historians cannot discern the
g pattern too. And if the reply is that they lack acquaintance
i& with the Hegelian logic, our comment must be that the logic
% appears on this showing to be very much the deus ex machina .
L8 1ts critics allege it to be. |
£  There is a point in this connection which is worth further
i consideration. It is sometimes said that Hegel thought history
& a rational process because it culminated in the Prussian state
g 1n whose service he himself worked. The jibe is a cheap one,

a |
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and attributes to Hegel a provincialism which was not amq&’lg _
his defects.! But a serious difficulty doe$ lie behind the criticism. (3l
Hegel professes to tell us the plot of world history, and denijes {§%
that his account of the matter is speculative in the bad sense of /&
the term. But since history is an uncompleted process, how can’ S
its overall plot be empirically discovered? At the best we could 3
say, with Kant, that experience so far as it is available confirms i
the interpretation of history which pure reason suggests. But iff*g
we did that we should be wise to put the goal of history in the g
future, and not regard it, as Hegel does, as culminating in the 38
present. It is interesting to notice that he himself observes in {38
one passage in the lectures that ‘“‘America is the land of the 8
future, where, in the ages that lie before us, the burden of i §
the world’s history will reveal itself;’? but how these ages ‘3
are to be fitted into his scheme is not obvious. =
It appears fromthis that the philosophy of history of Hegel
is open to much the same objections as the philosophy of %
history of Kant; and indeed a cynic might say that it offers
little more than an elaboration of the Kantian thesis, tricked
out with a logical apparatus which makes it scem a great deal 3%
more profound. Hegel was certainly far more historically- i
minded than Kant, and the Philosophy of History is doubtless a. g
more interesting work thgn any that Kant could have written on /¢
the subject; but the agreement in principle nevertheless remains. "%
With both we find ourselves asking the question, what it is{g
they suppose philosophy can contribute towards the under-/sg
standing of history, and from neither do we get a satisfactory. ==
answer. If we concentrate on the direct effects of philosophy ontS
history it seems that only two answers are possible, one so'-th
obvious as to be uninteresting, the other so wild as to be fil
incredible. The first is that philosophy assures historians that if 3
they try long and hard enough and are lucky enough to find &
the appropriate evidence they will in the end make sense of any &
historical situation. This is a “truth’’ which all historians assumé S
whether philosophy tells them it or not. The second is that if we 3
look at the facts of history we shall see that they conform to'd/ g

'.; ¥
5 i
" 'I

1 It should be noted that it is die germanische Welt, and-not die
Welt, which constitutes the fourth stage of world history for himi. e
2 Sibree, p. 90. : - - 2 rT i
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HEGEL 153

pattern which pure reason can work out independently of all
experience. This is a suggestion which no genuine historian
will believe, Neither Kant nor Hegel makes any'third alternative

clear.
To put the matter in this way is misleading, for it will

inevitably be taken to imply that the whole search for a specula-
tive philosophy of history was, from the theoretical point of
view at least, a fantastic waste of time, on the same plane as,
for example, efforts to foretell the future by measuring the
Great Pyramid of Egypt; and this it most certainly was not.
The sharp dichotomy, so acceptable to the simple-minded,
between a useful activity called science carried on by sane men
and a useless one called metaphysics carried on by knaves and
fools 1s no more applicable here than it is elsewhere. The truth
is that the speculations we have discussed did indirectly have a
salutary effect on historical studies. By emphasizing the need
to present historical facts as a coherent and intelligible whole,
they provoked dissatisfaction with the loose chronicles and
empty moralizing which still largely passed for history at the
end of the eighteenth century, and so contributed substantially to
the immense development of the subject during the nineteenth
century, when the complex and critical study we know as
history today finally took shape. And some of the ideas of the
speculative philosophers of history, Hegel in particular, showed
a depth of insight which later historians were to turn to gdod
~account. To give one instance only, the .suggestion that, in
. studying the history of a given nation at a given time, we can
find in the conception of a national spirit the connecting link
between phenomena previously thought to be wholly separate,
has proved a fertile source of empirical hypotheses, and may
thus be said to have thrown real light on some dark places in
history. |

§ Our verdict on speculative philosophy of history must accord-
" ingly be a mixed one. In a way, we are forced to characterize -
it as utterly wrong-headed, since its programme amounts to
. an attempt to comprehend history from the outside; an attempt
. which, as Croce made clear long ago!, cannot have any appeal
¢ for working historians. On the other hand, its most celebrated

' Theory and History of Historiography, Ch. IV.
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exponents certainly did make an important indirect contribu- < §
tion to the development of historical studies, as-we have just '3
tried to show. Whether there is any future in this type of ¥}
philosophizing is another question, dependent, it would seem, ‘¥
on what chance there is of anyone’s producing a tenable moral '}
justification of the course history has taken. On this we can &

remark only that though all previous attempts at such a justi- “4

fication—Kant’s, for example, or Hegel’s—have been bitterly Lo
¢riticized as instances of special pleading, this has not caused . &
the abandonment of the general project. Philosophies of history 3%
~ of this sort continue to appear, and presumably will do for so ‘&
long as evil is looked on as constituting a metaphysical problem. S
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CHAPTER VIII

SOME FURTHER WRITERS

# IN this final chapter I wish to comment briefly on three post-
B Hegelian writers whose theories have a certain afhinity with
B those we have just discussed. The writers in question are
¢ Auguste Comte, Karl Marx and Professor Toynbee. I do not
£ claim that there is any very close relation between the three,
f and the sections which follow may accordingly seem somewhat
| disconnected. In that case the reader would do well to treat

- them as what in effect they are—a series of separate appendices
¢ to the second half of the book. '

-~ § 1. Comte and the Positivist Movement

We have seen in Chapter VII how Hegel regarded his
philosophy as offering a synthesis of the abstract rationalism—
the scientific outlook—of the Enlightenment and the Romantic
philosophies of feeling which were developed in opposition to
it. The breakdown of this synthesis, which followed in a
. remarkably short time the death of Hegel in 1831, led to a
revival of the eighteenth-century trust in the omnicompetence
~of science, and in particular to a renewed demand for the
4 application of scientific method to the study of human affairs,
1 A new scientific philosophy was presented to the world under
f the title of Positivism, the explicit aim of which was to sort out
ji- genuine knowledge from mere superstition and idle guesswork,
7 and to offer a means of putting subjects hitherto considered the
| province of metaphysical speculation on a sound scientific
§ - basis. The main architect of this philosophy, which was to
I have a considerable influence on nineteenth-century historio-
- graphy, was the French writer Auguste Comte.

. The Positivists and the speculative philosophers of history
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were at one in being dissatisfied with “empirical” history, aﬁ&' - 1
in demanding that “sense” be imade of its fragmentary and un- 38}
connected facts. They differed in that whilst for a writer like @
Hegel the clue to history was to be found in the dialectic of the §
Idea, it lay for the Positivists in the discovery of the laws
governing historical change, to be achieved by the elaboration, &
of a new science which Comte called ‘“‘social dynamics.’”3
The method to be followed to arrive at this result was prod.}
fessedly empirical: by studying different historical situations 4
we were to hit on the general laws they exemplified. Yet just ¢
how much a priori theorizing was mixed up with this empirical 3
approach in the minds of the early Positivists is well illustrated /3
by Comte’s own case. g
In 1822, when he was a young man of 24, Comte made what 3
seemed to him an epoch-making discovery: that the human i
mind, in its reflecfion on phenomena, naturally passes through ¥
three main phases. In the first or “theological” phase 1t accounts A
for events by attributing them to the operation of controlling ;&
spirits or a single controlling spirit. In the second “meta- b |
physical” phase it replaces these spirits by abstract forces such &
as the force of gravity, and substitutes for God an impersonal §
Nature. In the third “positive” or “scientific’’ phase these fictions §
are abandoned, and mgn are content to record phenomena as:J
they occur and to state the laws of their conjunction. .
It was to this Law of*the Three Stages, as it was called{¢s
that Comte had recourse when he set out to “make sense” ot
the facts of history. History was intelligible, he believed, 4
because in it we found the Law of the Three Stages writ large. %
Accordingly we find Comte exhibiting the history of man%
kind (or rather that of Europe) as a progress in which the three g
stages are clearly traceable. First comes a long theological §
period, embracing, besides primitive savagery, the civilizations §
of Greece and Rome and the Middle Ages, and marked by a§
gradual transition from fetichism (animism) through poly:%
theism to monotheism. Next with the Renaissance, the rise of g
science and the development of industry, there followed theg
~ metaphysical stage: a period of criticism and negative thoughty
characterized by .the breakdown of old institutions and culgs
minating in the French Revolution. Lastly, we move to thEy
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Positivist era, only partially accomplished, which is to revive
many of the features of medieval Christendom, with the impor-
tant differences that it will rest on science, not on superstition,
and that its pontiff will be not the Pope but Auguste Comte.

Extended comment on this is scarcely necessary. It is
sufficient to remark that for Comte the course of history is at
least as much determined by extra-historical considerations as
it is for Hegel. Facts are forced into a rigid framework which is
no less objectionable for being described as scientific rather
than metaphysical, and which can be seen without difficulty
to have been constructed to.accommodate Comte’s personal
prejudices. The whole thing can have no more appeal to
working historians than can speculative philosophies of history
of the most metaphysical kind.

Despite this, the Positivist movement did, as we have
already indicated, have a substantial influence on the develop-
ment of historical studies during the century, though in a
direction which made little appeal to 1ts founder. This was in
the impetus it gave to the examination of historical records and
accumulation of historical data which was so marked a feature
of nineteenth-century historiography. Impressed by the
Positivist ideal of making history scientific, historians entered
with zest on what was thought to be the first step towards its
attainment, namely the ascertaining of precisely what occurred;
and this resulted in the accumulation of rich collections of
source material (for example, the collections of Latin and Greek
inscriptions), of original texts critically edited and of other
basic data which have been of immense value to their suc-
cessors. Unfortunately for the Positivists, the rest of the
programme, to deduce from the facts the general laws govern-
ing social change, has had little or no attraction for historians,
who to this day have remained shut up in their own enquiries.?

The Positivist movement in history, as Croce has observed,
was the obverse of the metaphysical movement. In each case
something sound lay at its basis: the impulse to pass beyond a
bare, ‘‘unscientific’’ narrative of particular facts to a connected
and intelligible account of them was a perfectly healthy one.
Nor were the Positivists wrong, as we have argued earlier, in

3 Prqfﬁﬂsur Toynbee again constitutes an exception: see § 3 below.
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seeking to connect the understanding of history with a widén 38
subject, the understanding of human nature in general. Where'$
they were wrong was, first, in grossly underestimating thegl
difficulties of putting the study of human nature on a scientific it
basis; secondly, in having altogether too simple a view of its’ 3@
connection with other studies, and thirdly, in thinking they#&
could get historians to give up their own enquiries and trans<i
form' themselves into social scientists. And they made the lasgigi
mistake because, like the metaphysicians, they failed to sec™S¥
that history is an autonomous discipline, which certainly has | |
its relations to other branches of learning, but is not therefore §&
to be resolved into any of them. ' &

§ 2. Marx and Historical Materialism

If the name of Comte is now largely forgotten, that of Marx'§
arouses passions everywhere. Eager partisanship on the one 8
hand, and violent antipathy on the other, prevent our making ¥
a sober assessment of his views, a task which is in any case far 3
from easy because of the unsystematic character of Marx’s @
writings and the fact that his aim was not so much to producé_,__ |
an intellectually watertight theory as provide an effective basis
for political action. It was only incidentally that Marx was a g
philosopher in the sense in which, say, Kant and Hegel were#]
philosophers. Yet his vitws do constitute an intellectual as welt'5}
as a moral challenge, and,could certainly not be left withoutfs
mention in a work like this. e

Here, however, I propose to attempt nothing like a full}
statement and criticism of Marx’s theory of history. I shal{igy
try only to specify its relations to other views current at thejgy
time, and to examine the general character of 1its assertions;ggl
with the object of showing that the final decision for or againsts
it cannot be taken by philosophers. | -

Any discussion of Marx, however brief, must begin byi
considering his relation to Hegel. Marx was born in 1818, wheigs
Hegel was at the height of his powers, and entered the Uni=38
versity of Berlin in 1836, when controversies on the merits O
the Hegelian philosophy were still raging fiercely. And howeves
much he came later to differ from the Hegelian point of vied
it remains true that certain elements of Hegelianism too%:#
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permanent hold on his thought, which cannot be understood
without reference to them.

We shall mention two Hegelian doctrines which are of
special importance for Marx’s theory of history. First, the
dialectic. Here we need to distinguish. Marx objected from the
first to the idealist or (if the term is preferred) rationalist
character of Hegelian metaphysics, i.e. to the view that the
umverse is, properly speaking, the self-expression of Spirit.
Such an account struck him as wholly unplausible: Hegel, he
said, had precisely inverted the true state of the facis, for (as
science showed) Matter preceded Spirit, not Spirit Matter.!
Yet this rejection of the priority of Spirit was not accompanied
(even if it ought to have been) by a rejection of the dialectic:
Marx was as insistent on dialectic as Hegel. Reality might not
be the self-expression of Spirit, but relations of the dialectical
pattern were all the same traceable everywhere in the facts.
Dialectic was important not because it answered to the nature
of thought, but because it answered to the nature of things.

Secondly, Marx took over from Hegel the view thet the
different aspects of a society’s life at any one time are organically
related, though he gave it a peculiar twist of his own. Hegel,
as we saw, was anxious to maintain that there was constant
interaction between, e.g., the political, economic and cultural
Iife of a nation at any one time; he explained the interaction by
postulating a national spirit or genius which expressed itself in
thesediverse fields. Here again Marx adopted Hegel’s conclusion
without accepting his premises. The organic connection of which
Hegel spoke was, in his view, a real one, but we had no need to
invoke the mysteries of a national spirit to account for it. It was
explained far more cogently if we noticed that one aspect of social
life, namely the economic aspect, was of such importance that it
tended to be reflected in all the rest, so that it was in economic
terms that all states of affairs must finally be understood.

These two Hegelian doctrines, taken in the way Marx took
them, constitute the essentials of the Marxist theory of history.
To make an instructive analysis of the situation in any field of

! In metaphysics Marx was not a simple materialist, but a supporter
of the theory of emergent evolution, according to which conscious life has
developed from conditions which were at first wholly material.
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social life at any one time we must refer to the economic m% X
ditions prevailing in the society; and to understand why thosef
conditions are what they are we must consider their dialecticalg
development. We must see how the economic. organizationy
or class structure of a society is evolved in response to thef
need to solve a certain production problem, itself set by the statél
of the forces of production available to the society; and observag
how developments in the forces of production put the existing
economic organization—the “relations of production”—out ofj
date, so giving rise to the need for fundamental social change. |
We can, if we like, represent Marx’s philosophy of history
as an amended version of Hegel’s, and certainly the two have§.
superficially a good deal in common. Hegel had portrayedi
history as a dialectical progress towards the realization of]
freedom, alleged to have been achieved in some degree in the
Western civilization of his own day. In this progress different]
nations come successively to the fore, each making its con-}
tribution to the ultimate end. Marx too thought of history as af
dialectical progress towards a ‘morally desirable goal, the]
classless communist society, which would in fact be a genuinely
free society; though he put the attainment of that happy statej
of .affairs in the not too distant future rather than the present.j
And the chief actors in the drama of history were in his view
not peoples or nation®but economic classes; though here agaip;
each had its special contribution to make. | &,
On this interpretation Marx is taken as very much thef
product of his time, inspired with the contemporary urge o}
“make sense” of history, and dominated by the ethical pre;}
occupations which gave rise to the speculative philosophies
we have examined. That it is not a wholly false interpretation|
I hope to have shown: there is, in this matter, a genuine con-
tinuity between Marx and his predecessors. It is none the]
less a very misleading one, if put forward as anything like - aj
complete account of the subject. - )
 For if Marx is without doubt a follower of Hegel’s in
important respects, he also has much in common with a very
different tradition of thought. I refer to the scientific tradition

of the eighteenth-century Encyclopaedists, represented in

3
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practical affairs by the Benthamutes, in the sphere of theo;y byl
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‘Comte and the Positivists. Marx himself had nothing but
| @ contempt for both these groups, but this should not be allowed
B to disguise his affinities (I do not say his indebtedness) to them.
. ike Comte, he hoped to put the study of history on a scien-
| B tific basis, which for him too meant explaining historical
{ & phenomena in terms which were other than mystical and meta-
{ @ physical. And he was eager to do this because, like Bentham,
£. he was imbued with a passion for practical reform, embodied
& in his well-known comment (which conveniently forgets
{ li. Bentham) that “previous philosophers have sought only to
¢ understand the world; the point is, however, to change it.”’
{®&  These considerations suggest another way of looking at
¥: ' Marx’s theory of history. Instead of regarding it as yet another
% . philosophy of the speculative type, in which an attempt is made
f to find unity and intelligibility in the historical process as a
% whole, we can treat it rather as a theory of historical inter-
‘{. pretation, concerned with the elucidation of particular situa-
% tions. On this view it can be represented as recommending
to historians a way of dealing with any events they may be called
I onto explain. ‘“T'o understand any process of change in history,”’
. we may take Marx as saying, ‘“have an eye to the economic
= background against which the change took place, and analyse
that background by means of the concepts my theory provides.
Only in this way will the process become intelligible, for only
- 1n this way will you get down to fundamental questions.”’
% This interpretation of the theory certainly corresponds to
2. Marx’s own attitude to it. His interests being overwhelmingly
=, practical, he needed the theory not so much for its speculative
.~ content as for 1its predictive properties. He wanted to find his
. way through the thicket of contemporary events, to make sense
# mnot of history as a whole but of what was happening at the time
|&% and what had happened in the comparatively recent past. That
& the theory should work for the period of modern European
¥ history from the rise of capitalism onwards was of infinitely
{|.,> more importance to him than that it might be difficult to apply
flZ to remote times and peoples. Had anyone shown that it could
& not be applied to some such remote period, Marx, having a
@ strong speculative streak in him, would certainly have been
BB piqued; but he could all the same have accepted the point with
‘_‘-', e L '
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162 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSQPHY OF HISTORY .3
equanimity so long as his theory’s effectiveness for recent |
history remained unchallenged. ' | REs 1
It may be added that the interest shown in Marxismi by $
working historians is also to be connected with the theory’s
~ serving as a guide to the irfterpretation of particular historicq
situations, a sort of recipe for producing empirical hypotheses. §
Unlike his predecessors, Marx had produced something which §
could, according to the professions of its author, be turned to:4
account in actual historical work; and the professions were
clearly not wholly false. Hence the attitude of .the average;
historian towards the Marxist theory, whatever the view taken'§
of its ultimate tenability, has been quite different from the
corresponding attitude to the writers we discussed earlier; ]
and the reason is that Marx’s theory has, whilst theirs have ¢
not,! this’empirical side to 1t. -
We must now ask what light philosophers ¢can be expected §
to throw on the truth or falsity of Marx’s views. That they can
make some useful comments on them 1 do not wish to deny. {
For, after all, Marx professes, on the interpretation we have |
put forward, to be making a reasoned recommendation to
historians; in his own language, his theory differs from other }
views of the same general sort (for example, other versions of 4
historical materialism) 411 having a “scientific’’ basis. And this*]
scientific basis is certainly worth philosophical scrutiny, fof:d
the precise character of thé propositions of which it consists 18}
by no means clear.
By way of illustration, let us briefly consider the function of
dialectic in Marx’s account. We have seen how Marx accepted &
the Hegelian dialectic whilst rejecting the philosophicalq
arguments with which Hegel had supported it. That thought §
should proceed dialectically rested in his view on there being §
dialectical connections in things; and that there were such j
connections, and indeed that they were ubiquitous, struck him 3
as an evident fact. But we must ask what all this implies for the §
logical basis of Marx’s theory. What is the'status in the Marxist:}
account of the proposition that all things are dialectically con~ §
nected? Hegel could hold it to be a necessary truth, demon- ¥

. 10r do not appear to have. But compare the remarks on Hegel on'§
p. 153 above. ' .
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strable by reason, since he believed that facts reflect the dia-

lectical character of thought, itself guaranteed by reason’s
insight into its own nature. But Marx, who had abandoned

these idealist doctrines, could make no such claim. All he could
say, to be consistent with himself, was that we know from
experience that things are dialectically connected, 1.e. that
the proposition in question is an empirical truth. Yet to have
to admit this is distinctly awkward for him, since it leaves open
the possibility that situations may turn up to which the dia-
lectical scheme will not apply, when his whole “attitude is
based on the exclusion of this possibility.

These remarks will perhaps suffice to bring out an im-
portant ambiguity in the Marxist theory. The dialectic, as we
have seen, is a vital constituent of that theeory; any Marxist
asked to defend his approach to history would fall back on it
sooner or later. But the question arises whether 1t will bear the
weight Marx puts upon it. If it rests entirely on past experience
it will certainly not: however well-established the generalization
that things are dialectically connected, no such generalization
can be taken as without question prescriptive to all future
experience. And if Marx says that 1t 1s an a priori proposition,
not an empirical truth, then he must attempt a philosophical
justification of it; and this he entirely fails to do.

There are other elements in the Marxist theory to which
philosophers could profitably give their attention: the sense
in which the forces of production are alleged to *‘develop”’
(a matter of major importance for Marx) is one example, that
in which the different aspects of social life are held to form an
organic whole despite the overwhelming predominance of one
constituent, another, I think it is possible to show that Marx
runs into difficulties, or at least is unclear, over both of these
points, though I do not propose to make the attempt here,

~Yet it remains true that whatever damage philosophical
~criticism can do to the Marxist theory, it cannot overthrow it |
altogether. The reason for this should not be difficult to see.
F 'The theory (at least on our interpretation of it) recommends to
£ historians a procedure for dealing with empirical situations;
and the ultimate test of it must be whether it is in fact a fruitful
procedure. This is something on which no a priori pronounce-

a
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ment can be made: it can be decided only by actually folluwin_fé
the recommendation and seeing what happens. Hencé the i
final decision for or against the Marxist approach to history &
ust lie with those historians who try to follow it. We must ask §
them if it proves an illuminating approach, if its recommendas @&
tions are sufficiently specific to be useful, if certain obvious
unplausibilities about it (difficulties about great men, national }
feeling, etc.) can be satisfactorily met. But these are questiong3
which non-historians cannot hope to answer for themselves. In"}
the last resort, the proof of the Marxist pudding is in the eating, |
and it is not philosophers whom Marx invites to sample his dish. &
It was for this reason that I suggested in my introductory §
chapter (p. 27 above) that the main contribution Marx had to 4!
make to the understanding of history might not have been made &
to philosbphy of history, properly speaking, at all. Marx’s §.
theory certainly does involve assumptions which philosophers §.
can usefully examine: it would indeed be odd if this were not so
when we remember the time at which he lived and the back- @
ground against which he wrote. But even if it could be shown ]
that he was wrong in making every one of these assumptions, j
‘hat would not destroy the validity of the theory; it would only_
discredit the reasons Marx gave for it. It might, after all, be
the case that economic gauses were fundamental for the under-
standing of all historical situations even if everything Marx‘}
alleged in support of that ¥iew was false or meaningless. (3
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§ 3. Tﬂyﬂbgg’s Study Gf Hz'story -iﬂ'

It remains to say something of a modern philosopher-
historian whose monumental work, though as yet incomplete;
has been the subject of very wide interest and discussion. 1§
cefer to Professor A. J. Toynbee, whose Study of History began §

to appear In 1934. ]

Toynbee’s volumes have a continuity with the works weé§
have discussed in the second half of this book, in that it is his §
explicit aim to concern himself with universal history. Ing
adopting this aim he 18 deliberately seeking to break with a3
tradition of history-writing which first became fashionableg
among historians in the middle of the nineteenth century, andsy

-

which is indeed associated with the writing of history by
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professionals as opposed to intelligent amateurs. In § 1 above
we pointed out the main effect of the Positivist movement on
nineteenth-century historiography: its having led to concentra-
tion on the establishment of particular facts and the careful
scrutiny and acoumulation of evidence: in fact, to the familiar
phenomenon of modern historical research. This was no
doubt a reaction to the inadequacies of the large-scale syn-
theses prematurely attempted by the Romantic philosophers
of previous generations. Toynbee 1s convinced that this par-
ticular movement has served its purpose, and that it 1s time
for historians to begin to take a longer view and attempt to see
their results in some sort of perspective.

The programme he puts before them is, however, not quite
like anything we have so far mentioned. He wants them to give
their attention to universal history, but he understands this in
a special way of his own. He certainly does not mean by it a
modern version of what, say, Herder and Hegel put forward in
the empirical parts of their work, nor even something of the
same order as Mr. Wells’ Outline of History. What he has in
mind is a comparative study of civilizations. And he roundly
identifies this study, which is to deal with such questions as
the origin, development and interrelations- of civilizations,
with history itself. It is, according to him, the proper task of
the historian to establish the typical life-cycle of a civilization
by a comparative study of such examples of the species, of which
Toynbee tabulates twenty-one, as we know to exist or have
existed. Toynbee compares the task (I, 179) with that of the
anthropologist who studies primitive societies, and clearly thinks
the results should be of the same logical order in each case,
1.e. that they should take the form of general (universal)
propositions.

The method to be followed in this undertaking is a strictly
empirical one, in the sense that the enquirer should allow
himself to be guided exclusively by what the evidence warrants.
Here Toynbee has an immense advantage over his Romantic
predecessors. He has himself a most astonishing wealth of

. historical knowledge, covering a range in time from the earliest

records of civilization in Egypt and Mesopotamia to very
1 4 Study of History, 1, 46.

™

a

Martat.com



iy 1 1 . L " . e el |

J-. ¥ - : L] e "".-"f by u
s v AT '

; Shans 4

< Kl '-"I

= ‘4_ '- [ .

166 INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY s ¥

recent history, and an extent in space which stretches, uit_?'_ -
literally, from China to Peru. And the most remarkable thing ‘& |
about his work is undoubtedly the way in which he is able to i§:
document his conclusions with detailed evidence: there is little 8 !
or no suggestion of making the facts fit a preconceived frame- A&
work. At the same time Toynbee would probably not wish to &
disguise his assumption of certain philosophical principles. §
At an early stage (I, 3) he quotes with approval a remark of 1§
Dilthey’s to the effect that the methods of the human studies }
must be different from those of the natural sciences, and he shows !
himself hostile throughout to attempts to explain historical
phenomena in materialist (which he equates with mechanist) 3
terms. His own philosophical approach is clearly influenced |
by biology more than any other study (he frequently cites
organically-minded philosophers such as Bergson, Smuts and }
Whitehead, and is"also under a considerable debt to Goethe), }
and he makes use of the quasi-biological notion of a group )
responding to a challenge set it by its physical or human environ- |
ment as a key idea in his study of the geneses of civilizations.
Toynbee’s initial procedure is to study the growth and ;
decay of a civilization, and the process by which a fresh civiliza- |
tion is born out of the old, in the case of the Hellenic society to |
which our modern Western society is affiliated, and then to
show that the pattern Yhere traceable, and the most striking/74
features met with, occur.or can plausibly be held to hav{
occurred in all parallel cases. But he would emphatically res” o
pudiate the charge of having generalized from a single instance, §
and indeed it would be unfair to him to make it, even if he does, ¥
for obvious reasons, set special store by his first example. The ¢
extent of his learning is such that he has no need to rely on a j
single case, or even one or two, to make his points, though he §
is of course handicapped by the fact that the total number of '
instances of the phenomenon he is studying is excessively small. *
The highlight of Toynbee’s work, one suspects, will be
found when he proceeds, in his projected but as yet unpublished §
Part XII, to discuss the prospects of Western civilization, 1.e.
to apply his results to a case which concerns us all. It would not §
be unfair to say that it is because it promises to throw light.3
on this question, as well as for its other merits, that the book 3§
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has been so eagerly read. A Study of History is, in a sense,
a tract for the times, and in this respect it has, despite many
obvious differences, a real continuity with the speculative
philosophies of history of the past.

Toynbee’s work, in fact, even if it is not quite like anything
produced hitherto (unless it is Oswald Spengler’s Decline of
the West, a production inferior to it in every respect), has
certain obvious affinities with that of several of his predecessors.
Thus it is easy to represent him, in the first place, as secking
to carry out the programme formulated by the early Positivists
for discovering the laws of history. If his comparative study of
civilizations is not quite the same as Comte’s social dynamics,
it clearly has something in common with it. Again, in outlook
and attitude there is without doubt a strong similarity between
Toynbee and Herder: each sets out to understand history 1in
quasi-biological terms, though perhaps neither is so naturalistic
in outlook as he is sometimes accused of being. Lastly, we may
note a resemblance between Toynbee and a writer whose work
we have not analysed, the early eighteenth-century Neupolitan
philosopher Giambattista Vico. Vico sought to trace what he
called an “‘ideal human history,” a sort of life-cycle which, 1n
his view, was run through by all human societies; and to that
end made a careful examination of Roman history (especially
of the history of the Republic), the results of which he made
the basis of some acute remarks about the history of other
nations. Vico’s methods, like Toynbee’s, were empirical, but this
did not make him afraid of bold speculation; and his striking
use of analogical reasoning has many parallels in Toynbee’s
pages. There is nothing in Toynbee to suggest that he has ever
made a study of Vico,! but the resemblances between them are
for all that worth noting and perhaps even worth further study.

I conclude with two comments on Toynbee’s whole project,
whose brevity and dogmatic character must not be held to
imply any disrespect for the author.

First, it seems to me clear that if Toynbee is to be allowed
to annex the name ‘“history” for the comparative study of
civilizations he undertakes, some fresh name will have to be
found for history as we now know it, for history in its tradi-

1 Vico’s name does not appear in the index to Toynbee’s first six volumes.
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tional form will need to go on. 'The reasons for this assertion @ i

are not difficult to indicate. We have only to note that To bee
himself cnnstantly refers to recogmzed authorities for support

i

for his detailed interpretations; and it is plain that in doing so
he is not merely using them as repositories of facts. Before
anyone can make a comparative study of civilizations histories .

. of the different civilizations must be written; and the interests of '_
their writers will necessarily differ from those of persons like | ik
Toynbee who, in effect, seek to use historical results for the |
construction of a special social science.

It follows that what we have said in earlier chapters about”
the logical status of history and its relation to the sciences is
not jeopardized by Toynbee’s innovations; and that ordinary !
historians would be perfectly justified in telling him that he has
not transférmed their study, but simply thought of a new one. }

Secondly, the ‘exact status of the results of Toynbee’s
work 1s, to me at least, far from clear. His mention in con-
nection with it of anthropology (I, 179) and vital statistics
(I, 180-1) would suggest that he thought his work could give
rise to reliable generalizations which could be applied to future
cases. But in the first place the very great limitation on the
number of instances of civilizations available to Toynbee makes
the results of generaljzation here logically suspect, more
particularly as the twenty-one instances available are by no ?‘f
means homogeneous. And-secondly, there seems to be con-( 2
siderable hesitation in Toynbee’s own mind about whether:;
to say that his results are rigidly applicable. Dealing as he is }
with human affairs, he is clearly exercised by the poss1bﬂ1m .
that men may rise superior to their circumstances, transform 9
their conditions and thus alter the life-cycle of their civilization
in a fundamental way; and this possibility is one in which, #
needless to say, Toynbee is himself especially interested .
because of his preoccupation with the prospects of Western 3%
civilization. But if the possibility is a real one the value of the
study he has so brilliantly inaugurated is without doubt
diminished. For, here if anywhere, it is with what will happen
in particular cases that we are concerned; and about this -
knowledge of what tends to happen in typlcal or average cases - %
may well be a wholly unreliable guide. - §
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NOTE ON BOOKS FOR FURTHER
READING

1. Critical Philosophy of History

There is no really satisfactory treatment of the whole ticld
in English. Collingwood’s posthumous work The Idea of
History (ed. T. M. Knox, 1946) makes highly stimulating
reading and is probably the best introduction to the subject
available, though part V, which deals with critical problems,
is notably less finished than the earlier parts of the book.
Collingwood’s Autobiography (1939) should also be consulted.
Croce’s volumes The Theory and History of Historicgraphy
(originally published in 1915) and History as the Story of
Liberty (1938) can be read in not wholly rehable English
translations. No complete work of Dilthey’s has yet appeared
in English, but his views have been expounded and discussed
in two books by H. A. Hodges: Wilhelm Dilthey, an Introduction
(with an appendix of translated passages; 1944) and The
Philosophy of Wilhelm Dilthey (1952). Bradley’s early essay on
 The Presuppositions of Critical History, which first appeared in
1874, is reprinted in his Collected Essays, vol. 1, and 1s still
well worth reading. It is instructive to compare it with Hume’s
essay on miracles (Inquiry concerning Human Understanding,
§ 10).

Collingwood, Croce and Dilthey advocate versions of the
idealist theory of history (cf. p. 42 above), as does M. J.
Oakeshott in his Experience and its Modes (1933). The positivist
thesis (p. 45) is represented largely in discussions of the logic
of historical explanation. On this subject the following recent

¥ contributions are especially important:

C. G. Hempel: “The Function of General Laws 1n His-
tory,” i Journal of Philosophy, 1942
169 '
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(reprinted in Readings in Phdusapfncal

Analysis, ed. Feigl and Sellars, 1949); &
M. White: ‘“‘Historical Explanation,” in Mmd 1043; ¥
K. R. Popper: The Open Soctety and its Enemt'es, ch. 25 &

(1945).

For a fuller discussion of the issues involved see P. Gardiner’s .
The Nature of Historical Explanation (1952).

Other books on_ critical philosophy of history worth
consulting include Maurice Mandelbaum’s The Problem of
Historical Knowledge (1938) and Philosophy and History, a
volume of essays presented to Ernst Cassirer, edited by
Klibansky and Paton (1936). Books by historians bearing on
the subject include H. Butterfield’s Whig Interpretation of
History (1929) and G. J. Renier’s History, its Purpose and
Method (1951). -

I1. Speculative Philosophy of History

Of the classical writers discussed or referred to in this
volume there are English translations of Vico’s New Science,
by T. G. Bergin and M. H. Fisch; of Kant’s essay “Idea of
a Universal History” by de Quincey in Collected Works, |
vol. XII and by W. Hastie in a volume called Kan#’s anples '
of Politics (both these *versions are very poor); of Hegel’s i
Philosophy of Right (§§ 341~360 are relevant) by T. M. Knox, (1‘
and of his Lectures on the Philosophy of History by J. Sibree; &
of Comte’s System of Positive Polity, vol. 111, by E. S. Beesly e
and others. There is also an old translation of Herder’s Ideas., ¥

The various writings of Robert Flint on philosophy of &
history contain summaries of the views of these and many
lesser writers. J. B. Bury’s Idea of Progress also throws consider- §
able light on the history of this form of speculation. On Hegel #
Jean Hyppolite’s Introduction a la philosophie de Uhistore de 3
Hegel (1948), which deals with his early writings, is especially 3
instructive.

For Marx’s work on plulosophy of history the reader §
should consult the bibliographies in I. Berlin’s Karl Marx §
and G. D. H. Cole’s The Meaning of Marxism. S. Hook’s 8
Towards the Understanding of Karl Marx (1934) is the &
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work of a man with a special interest in philosophy of
history.

Contributions to speculative philosophy of history continue
to appear, as witness H. Butterfield’s Christianity and History
and Reinhold Niebuhr’s Faith and History (both published
1949). Much of the discussion centres round the views of
Toynbee, a knowledge of which is indispensable for intelligent
contemporary evaluation of the subject.
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SCIENCE, we are often told is only nrg zaAr
‘common sense’’, and this remmc'[cr 1S a sah;k eﬁ;‘
' one. Nevertheless, there are great differericEretaes
- between our everyday manner of talkmg -nnfh#ﬂ'é-% S
- things and the kinds of account given in ?shpi:
5- sciences—especially the exact sciences—and thes )
_f differences are of importance for such recurren .
philosophical problems as the uniformity of natu "
" determinism, induction and the nature of mathe '
- matics. In the present book, it 1s intended not-§e
+  much to propound solutions of these problems : as
. pave the way for soluti®hs’ by providing ;
.pensable material for them. In it the "authof ‘Eeta
out, with the help of examples, the steps by w;[‘im _
the transition from common- sense to sciefice . ra 3
“ceeds: the function of “explanations”, the plage:
mathematical methods, the cha acteristic roles
““theories”, “hypotheses" and “laws of na.tu&r&”?‘*"
' these are all discussed. Particular attention. 15’ pzﬁ | A
to the problems which, the laym -J_- ‘u_- puzzlide . B
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-
e

when reading about exact stief§ ICAT
extent to Wthh the commorSERlBE

‘accounts are in competltmn A
in whlch the scientists’ theo ) R
said to “axist’’. s
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