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PREFACE

The Idea of History is undoubtedly Collingwood’s best-known
book. From its appearance in 1946 it has aroused much atten-
tion, and in the subsequent discussions on the philosophy of
history, as they have developed since the Second World War,
it has in fact never failed to play a crucial role. One could even
say that its appearance has been a major factor in the revival of
the interest in the philosophy of history, a subject formerly
usually associated with German philosophers around the turn
of the century like Dilthey, Windelband, and Rickert. The
many reprints and translations of The Idea of History are
another indication of its permanent influence.

In this revised edition of The Idea of History the original
text remains intact. To this has been added, however, new
material from Collingwood’s unpublished manuscripts, which
have only recently become available. In this way it will be pos-
sible to study Collingwood’s views on the philosophy of his-
tory within the context of his main work on the subject.

The original edition of The Idea of History had been edited
posthumously by his pupil T. M. Knox. The latter added to it
a preface i which Collingwood's philosophy of history was
put into the wider context of his philosophical views and their
development. Subsequent research on Collingwood's philaso-
phy, however, has brought out some important inadequacies
of the interpretations given by Knox in his preface. A new
introduction was therefore needed, taking into account the
research on Collingwood’s philosophy of history as it has
developed during the subsequent decades.

In this new introduction 1 explain how the publication of
The Idea of History has taken shape and also assess the way the
book was edited by Knox. This is followed by a short exposi-
tion of the reception of The Idea of History. Since for a proper
assessment of Collingwood’s philosophy of history it is neces-
sary to put it into an appropriate context, the development of
his ideas on the subject must be considered. In this connection
[ have also made an attempt to assess the nature of the newly
added manuscripts of 1926, 1927, and 1928,

The new and somewhat lengthy introduction to this revised
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stands, in such a context, not for a man but for a theory, reign-
ing during a certain period of scientific thought. It is only i
so far as Einstein knows that theory, as a fact in the history of
science, that he can make an advance upon it. Newton Ifhﬂlﬁ
lives in Einstein in the way in which any past experience lives:
in the mind of the historian, asa past experience known as past—
as the point from which the development with which he -isi.i_‘.qﬁ'i
cerned started—but re-enacted here and now together witha
development of itself that is partly constructive or positive and
partly critical or negative.
Similarly with any other progress, If we want to abols J
capitalism or war, and in doing so not only to destroy them buk
to bring into existence something better, we must beg‘ul by
understanding them: seeing what the problems are whith
economic or international system succeeds in solving; and ho
the solution of these is related to the other problems which
fails to solve. This understanding of the system we set out t8
supersede is a thing which we must retain thmughn]ﬂ‘. tl{: 3]
of superseding it, as a knowledge of the past conditioning
creation of the future. It may be impossible to do this
hatred of the thing we are destroying may prevent us im
understanding it, and we may love it so much that we cann
destroy it unless we are blinded by such hatred. But if thal
so, there will once more, as so often in the past, be change
no progress ; we shall have lost our hold on one group -_1:.]'.-T
lems in our anxiety to solve the next. And we cught by
to realize that no kindly law of nature will save us from
fruits of our ignorance.

~

Etl'lm'r,ughts must be philosophical; that is, they must be univer-
4l and necessary. A fortuitous association of ideas—for

1 phy of a subject unless they arise universally and necessar-
Aly in the mind of everyone who thinks about that subject.

PRELIMINARY DISCUSSION
THE IDEA OF A PHILOSOPHY OF
SOMETHING, AND, IN PARTICULAR, A
PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY (1927)"

WHEN we speak of the philosophy of something (e.g. of art, of
\teligion, of history) we mean to designate a body of thoughts
h arise in us when we think about that thing. These

Anstance, the association of framed canvasses with the thought
of art—is not philosophy; no thoughts can claim to be the phi-

_For this reason, we must exclude from the philosophy of a

subject not only fortuitous associations, but thoughts of the

liar kind which are called scientific, in the sense in which
cientific thought is distinguished from philosophical. A scien-
tific thought is universal only in the sense that it is universally
#pplicable to a limited sphere; it is empirically universal, not
solutely universal; it applies to all the facts that make up the
h_'r of an inquiry, but not to all facts whatever, on the con-
itrary, were it applicable to all facts, it would cease to be a

clentific law and would become a philosophical; and this

* The source document can be found in the Bodleian Library Collingwood
P dep. 14,

After the utle is written by Collingwood: ‘added April rg27'. Colling-
®ud wrote thin essay while staying in Rome with.his friend the Italian
phikisopher de Ruggiero. It was meant as an additional introduction to the
ttures on the Philosophy of History, written in 1g26. A note subsequently
ided 1o the tirle-page reads: “Written in Rome, by fits and starts, April 1927,
ven't reddd 1 since, but from my recollection of the frame or frames of
mind in which it was composed I suspect it of being chaotic and practically

alucless: Die, April 1928."

Collingwood udded the note while on vacation in the country-house Le
liriuret, [he, France, during April 1928. It was there that he wrote his
Diitlisies 6f 3 Philosuphy of History {mentioned in An Autobiography, p. 7).
Collingwood's own negative assessment of this ‘Preliminary Discus-
! is mevertheless valuable as an illustration of his thinking at that time
i the nigture of the philosophy of history.
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is what has happened to mathematics in the opinion of t’Ll::
mathematical logicians, who wrongly think that matheman
i licable to all facts whatever. ) |
. f‘I[')}f)e philosophy of a subject must, therefore_, mclfude n-:::l:n
i i ical. It cannot consist of, or €v
ing arbitrary or hypothet.lca t : :
inglude, classifications of its sub_]ect-matt.er., for evlery CE::E.
cation is so far arbitrary that, so loleg as it is 1n:::l: 11;;;, u.t_her
ion, it i i ide, or repla 3
ation, it is capable of being set aside, :
'CI‘hus 'the classification of arts into arts of snﬁht and p:]l;tcti ::::
i i rts in time, can have no place
hearing, or arts in space and a n tinr s
i -art; lassification of documents _
the philosophy of -art; the ¢ , :
writtl;n and unwritten can have no place in the pl‘u‘ll‘nsn;iniy.tﬁi
history. Such classifications can onll)y cLalm at pt:)sm;!;m i
i ject if they can be shown to be
philosophy of a subjec ) ¢
ificati i to be universal ar
classifications: if they can be shown - , “
ising inevi in the mind of everyone
sary thoughts arising inevitably in : e
thli‘r)iks abgut art and history. As long as they are T. irfdl':j-.aﬂ;;i
cations, that is, convenient and useftlnil_ wlays of dividing &
1d of inqui -philosophical. b
field of inquiry, they are non-philos - )
Similarly, th;:re cannot be anything h_ypothetlfzal m_ha ﬂhgg'.
sophical study. We cannot, in such studle:s, C(l)(rimder rpt; rf:_% ;I}-
3 i of its kind—a \
thetical case of a perfect specimen nd— .
i inti ly true or exhaustive history. [ht.
beautiful painting or a perfect. 2 ]
reason for this is that the philosophy of art or history is. cofi:

cerned to investigate the idea of aleSt‘hdettl: :;dhéﬂ:;:::atlhgnﬁ:
jon: it consists of an attempt to elucida : I
rsg’t:e::fore it is illegitimate to pfoceed by nisur;::mftf;a":lp "::j
already know what such perf:ecnon is or \n:o'ulldl ‘e.‘ﬂ ogt.-uc:tinﬁ-ﬁ
Plato proceeds to philosophize about po"t,“f; _ ?}.L :n ueHE
hypothetical picture of 2 perfecrl; state. I A1S dm‘ e
method. The idea of a perfect TMOALS, Fomuder; mw;i.;hmma‘lﬂf
from the particular historical conditions under e

political institutions exist, falsifies the realities ;:-l' E?_!lil:lt_l.ﬁ':.l
and leaves us with a politica}l} tl;eo:ythwth(;)s;em:rah:& m::rm
t value—is due to the fact that Plato has st
::,:::rie%m:ut his own programme, and 1s_'de*lscnhu:g. mﬁ
abstract idea of the state, but the actual (uu.l;j s1t; er,_dn »
by the introduction of a few ln'nld, p‘crhaps'qver o mlat g
genuine philosophical inquiry is an inquiry mlln a':: .qu,c:.i.
into hypotheses; the political philosopher ought to de:
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the best possible state but the actual life of the actual state, and
if he does this faithfully he will find that the actual fs the best
possible—in the circumstances. This differentiates political
philosophy from sociology, which is not philosophical but sci-
entific, and is concerned with hypothetical entities very much as
medicine is concerned with the hypothetical entity of an accu-
ratel¥ typical case of typhoid, or geometry with the hypothetical
entity of an exactly straight line.

The philosophy of history, then, will consist of thoughts
ansing universally and necessarily in the mind of everyone
who thinks about history; and these thoughts will not be con-
cerned with classifications or hypothetical entities, but with
the actual concrete facts of which history is the collective
name. These facts must exist, in order that the philosophy of
history may arise; and at every step in our philosophical
inquiry we must keep our eye on them, in the sure conviction
that if we let our vision of them grow dim our philosophical
inquiry will evaporate into nothing.

The facts whose collective name is history consist of a cer-
tain type of human activities which may be conveniently
denominated as historical studies. In a specialized form these
studies: are pursued by specialized persons called historians;
#nd in this form history constitutes a class of activity, whose

(distinerion from others is effected by a classificatory logic like
that Wwhich distinguishes mammals from reptiles. We have
‘blready seen that this classificatory kind of distinction is for-
‘#ign to the nature of philosophical thinking. The logic of phi-
psophy distinguishes, but it does not classify: the distinctions
‘Which it recognizes are not classificatory distinctions but dis-
tinctions of a different type. What is this type?

If we reflect on the distinction asserted by formal logic,
:;bgtw:m affirmative and negative Jjudgements, we shall see that
i the first instance it presents itself as a classificatory distinc-
tion: some judgements are affirmative, others are negative. But

“umiler closer scrutiny it appears in a wholly different light. We

find that every judgement, regarded as merely affirma-
i indefinite or ambiguous in significance: it only becomes
teise when to its affirmative element we add a negative ele-
. Thus, a man says ‘I am a Liberal’, and this statement
whly conveys a precise meaning—if indeed it does so at all-—
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because we understand it as expressing not only his dcceptance
of certain principles but his rejection of others; and if we did
not know what he was rejecting, we should not really know
what he meant by calling himself a Liberal. Similarly, if we
are told that twice two is four, we do not understand this state-
ment until we are able to say: ‘I see, twice two couldn't make
three or five or six or anything else except four'. 'The negation
provides a background against which the affirmation stands
out in relief; without this background, it is the mere outline of
a possible judgement, not a judgement actually grasped and
judged. And it is even easier to see that a mere negation has no
real meaning unless in making it we also make an affirmution,
not of course necessarily expressed in words, which finds'in
the negation a background.

Affirmation and negation are thus not classes of judpgements
but elements distinguishable within one and the same judge-
ment. Every judgement must possess both elements; and there-
fore the conceptions of affirmation and negation are universal
and necessary concepts arising within us whenever we think
about judgement, They belong, that is to say, to the philosophy
of judgement, or logic considered as a philosophical science.
This gives us an exarple of the way in which the philosophy of
a subject makes its distinctions. It does so by analysing the facts
which it is studying into their universal and necessary elements,
and every element so detected will of necessity appear in any
and every instance of the subject studied. '

But how are we to know that the elements found in this par-
ticular fact will reappear in others? How are we to know that
the results of our analysis are of universal validity?

The answer may be discovered by considering the farniliar
solution of the same problem in the case of mathematics. We
propound the theorem that the square on the hypotenuse 8
equal to the sum of the squares on the other two sides, and we
prove this by taking a case, the case of a particular triangle
having sides of (say) 3, 4, and 5 inches long and being drawn in
pencil on white paper. Now granted that our proof works for
this case, how do we know it will work for every other cuses
The answer is that in proving our theorem we appealed to
those characteristics of our triangle, and only those, which
made it a right-angled triangle: all other characteristice we
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enored: and therefore our proof is unaffected by variations in
Ehesr other characteristics, Similarly, then, our analysis of
Judgement will be universally valid if and so far as we confine
rmprsulws to those characteristics in a judgement which make it
i ;udgum_en.t: our analysis of history, if it is confined to those
characteristics of history in virtue of which it is history, ete

But how do we know what those characteristics ar,e? l\"lay
not the essential nature of Jjudgement, history, etc. be entirely
hidden f}-opm us? And is not the view I have expounded based
on the ridiculous (or at any rate exceedingly bold) claim that
T':e. -?t:tuaﬂy know what it is that makes any given thing what
it is?

CE!:tame it is based on such a claim. Just as the mathemati-
cran, in f)rder to take a single step in mathematics, must comrmit
h:_rnseIf 1rr¢_.=vocably to the assertion that he knows what makes a
t_rlalj!gle triangular—namely, the possession of three straight
sides—z0 the philosopher must commit himself to the assertion
that he knows the essence of Jjudgement, history, moral action
¢tc. Now we are in general ready to admit the reasonableness of.'
the mathematician’s claim; is there any ground for re rdin
that of the philosopher as any more daring? otk

There _would be no such ground, if philosophy were as
hypothetical as mathematics. The reason why we find no diffi-
culty ﬂb'.".r'lll the mathematician's claim to know the essence of a
malmgllc 1s because we recognize that the mathematician is only
ciam‘ung to tel! us what a triangle would essentially be, if such
4 thing as a triangle existed; and the fact that the triat,:gle isa
mr.w]:.rh hypothetical entity justifies him in laying down the law
“hf“'“ it. He says, in effect, let us suppose triangles, and by
that I mean, let us suppose three-sided rectilinear ﬁgl,’lres and
see what happens. Here the essence, as distinct from the ’con-

Stquent propertics, of the triangle, is fixed by the initial act of

sipposition; and that act does not claim to be or to involve a
profound insight into the nature of things.

_Eut when the philosopher claims to know what it is that
mikes a judgement a judgement, he is assuming that judge-
Igmmts_.re:ﬂ]}r exist, and that their real nature s such that what
h:b calls their essence is the thing about them which it is most
mportant for us to know. This, clearly, is a bold and paradox-
el claim: so bold and paradoxical, that whole schools of
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thought have recoiled from it and_ attempted to uo}r:mruct :
theory of philosophical method which should avoid the neceh:
sity of making it. These schools of thought are, broadl?i Hpmhv
ing, the empiricist schools, which_ attempt to treat phi o:n]? /
as if it were science and to explain its logic as a hypuot -:m:?.
and classificatory logic. The failure of .all such attempts lf‘:
inevitable, and is due to the fact that .thelr very existence is ;
standing refutation of their own doctrines. For they m!-iﬁ,']? nr
judgements; whether these jusigements are cat:g.onca ﬂ,:r
hypothetical, they are actually judged: and that .e(;ng sn[,m;
cannot be an open question whether t}%ere are any ju germ; :
Geometry studies the propertie;:s of triangles, and J,reat;; t cz
as hypothetical entities; this it can reasonably do, !:ca;lt
geometry is not itself a triangle. If geometry were a tnanh d
then so long as geometry existed it COl:lld not be l.'.’tl’.‘ﬂ:.l 'EEF
whether triangles existed. But logic studies the prnperlnusinf
judgements: and logic is itself: a ]udgement.or assermblage ;]?u.
judgements: therefore the existence of logic .gu_ﬂranta.aea o
actual reality of its own subject-matter, for it is a subjec
itself. _
ma[t;irl:: r:acapitulate. Our difficulty is this: how can we clau:n
such insight into the essential nature of ac'tual things as !s
involved in saying that we know what constitutes the essence
of a judgement? We cannot res:o!ve the dlfﬁcu!ty by c;mpy:n;
the procedure of the mathematlclan,- because his proce u:_: :.:
based on the unreality of his object, _whereas our objec
becomes real because by thinking about it we are creating an
instance of it. The fact that we create the instance is the s-::umc
of the whole difficulty. Strangely enough,. it is also th'u: kwdtq
the solution of the difficulty. For though, if we .mel:ely fuur_a a
certain kind of object such as an elephant existing in an uxl:lnrl;
nal world, we could never know its real essence, a thing whic
we create must be a thing whose essence we understand’ at
least so far as is necessarv in order to decide ":-‘f'hEIhP_‘: or rt;
what we have created is really the thirfg we t‘ake it for. Fllms, |
I say, I have made a theory, I am claiming in that assertion to
know what a theory is; not only in the sense that 1 can mc:;gq
nize a theory (like an elephant) when I‘see one, but in the far
profounder sense that while 1 am making the -theory I :nﬁwt
what it ought to be like, and am trying to make it more what
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ought to be; that is, I claim to have insight into the real
essence of a theory, to understand what it is that makes a the-
ury a theory. Hence, while I recognize an elephant by marks
which may be quite accidental and superficial, I recognize a
theory by my insight into its essence: and that applies to
everything which I create by a conscious and rational effort,
by an activity working according to criteria,

Granted, then, that the historian’s business may be
described as constructing a narrative (and here the word nar-
rative means not a fictitious narrative, but a true narrative; or
rather, not a narrative intended to be fictitious but a narrative
mtended to be true), it follows that the essence of all historical
narratives as such is an essence present to the historian’s mind
85 @ criterion or ideal during the whole time that he is carrying
on his business. He knows what he is trying to do; he knows
what desiderata his narrative ought to satisfy, and actually
does satisfy so far as it succeeds in being history; and it is for
him to judge whether or not it does succeed. Obviously, he
must be competent to judge; for if the historian cannot tell the
difference between good history and bad history, no one can;
and if that were so, no one would be capable of judging

whether the work of a particular historian is well done or il

done; that is, there could be no such thing as historical criti-
cism, Because historical criticism actually exists, the people
who pursue it must be possessed of standards enabling them
1o distinguish good history from bad; but this means distin-
‘Ruishing that which really is history—that which possesses the
essential attributes of history—from that which possesses only
as accidental attributes and is therefore in essence not history
arall:

Now the question may be raised, whether the standards
which the critic has been proved to possess may not be false
standards, Surely it is common knowledge that critics often
judge by wrong standards, calling that good history which sat-
isfies some non-historical test, because for the moment, or
habitually, they substitute this for the truly historical test.
This is perfectly true. But anyone who says that this or that
eritic s judging by a wrong standard js in effect claiming to be
himself possessed of the right, or at any rate a better, standard.
‘This is sumetimes denied. People sometimes point out that we
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can know a certain account of a matter to be false without
knowing what account of it is true: for instance, I know that
Lord Bacon did not write the Letters of Junius, but I do not
know who did. Therefore, they argue, I may know that a cer-
tain critical standard is false and yet not be possessed of a stan-
dard which I regard as true.

This argument, though plausible, is a confused piece of
thinking. It is my positive knowledge of the style and contents
of the letters of Junius that prevents my ascribing them to
Bacon: that is, it is because 1 know what they are that 1 know
what they are not. Similarly, it can only be my knowledge of
what history #s that enables me to reject false accounts of s
essence and say that it is not this or that. Further, there isa
confusion between possessing a criterion, as the historical
critic possesses it, and stating it in speculative terms, which is
the business of the philosopher. The historical critic, as such,
need not philosophize; the speculative statement of principles
is not his business, and if asked to state them he may confess:
without shame that he cannot. But he absolutely must possess
these principles, and use them in his actual work; they must
control his work in the way in which our bones control the
movements of our limbs: they must be immanent in his criti-
cal thinking, even if he never disentangles them from the
concrete criticism, never treats them as independent and self-
contained entities. If he can truthfully say that, even in this
immanent sense, he possesses no positive standards, it only
proves him incapable of doing that particular kind of critical
work.

The essence of history, therefore, is an open secret in the
sense that every historical critic believes himself, rightly or
wrongly, to possess it, to grasp it as an immanent criterion in
his everyday work. And the terms historical critic and histo-
rian are for this purpose synonymous; since the term historical
critic only means a person able to distinguish between good
and bad history, and this is a power which every historian pos-
sesses in so far as he refrains from propounding one version of
a narrative and propounds another instead because he thinks it
historically preferable.

But this still leaves us confronted with the question, how are
we to know whether we are right or wrong in believing: that
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our own star_ldards are the right ones? Granted that some peo
pl? join their faith to false standards, false criteria, b v[:rh ;
f:rxten.on can the falseness of these criteria be demonétraied’ Ellt
1s an important question because, if it cannot be answered rn
p.hllosophy o.f history will become a mere account of the ’rin)-{
ciples on which I personally work at what I personally callphi
tory; and thus all universality and necessity vanish. Nor can sl;
b(? answered by appeal to the fact that -people agree prett
wndezly as to what should be called history: for that fp;ct i§
ex.phcable on the hypothesis that such agreement, like the
fmdesprea(.i agreement about the rules of Associatior’l football
IS an acquiescence in something fundamentally arbitrary ’
Ag st?ted, the problem is insoluble; for it presuppos.es the
p{)lssﬂl)rhty that two people might work on genuinely different
pl‘]l‘lClpiﬁS.. according to criteria fundamentally incompatible
and yet tl?mk that they were trying to do the same thing 'I‘ha;
15 to $ay, 1t presupposes the impossibility of their commu.nicat
ing with one another or of studying one another’s activities ir:
such a way as to recognize the fundamental diversity of their
Criteria _and therefore of their tasks. This is solipsism; and
though it w9uld be entirely false to say that solipsism i; un
::n_s:vcrub]e,. it is true enough that it cannot be answered unti;
- .o o
hmu;ictotg:;iz;gtofor what it is, and the principles underlying it
Here, in this special case, solipsism consists in the assertion of
# necessary and irreducible misunderstanding between two pe
sons, each thinking that because ke is doing something there?or-
the other is doing it too, which he is not. Now if A rnisundell:‘-E
_s.;nnd§ B’§ action, A is a bad historian of B's action; and if
Iqs historical principles compel him to misunderstand’ it, his
historical principles are teally anti-historical principles r’inc;
ples not of historical truth but of historical error. 'I‘he;'ef]?ore ix;
isserting our difﬁculty we were tacitly assuming that both A and
B were in a copdltion, not only of error, but of invincible error:
ufut ucrtaml'y, if they are in invincible error, they are in invin-‘
!:ft_:h: error; if we begin by assuming it, we must not be surprised
if its results follow necessarily from the assumption it
Ibuppq:se, on the contrary, that their error wa.s not invin-
cible, It f.'ullows that when A uses a false (i.e. non-historical)
standard in his study of B, and as a result condemns as false
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the perhaps sound historical thought of B, he does not neces-
sarily persist in using the term historical to describe his own
thinking; recognizing that there is a difference of kind between
his thought and B’s, he may have the intelligence to agree with
B upon a difference of terminology and find a new name for
the principles which led to a result which, though bad history,
may be good art or psychology, or the like.
In saying this, we are assuming that a principle which leads
to bad history is not merely a non-historical principle, not
merely a principle of historical error, but has also a positive
value in relation to some other field of thought. And this
assumption is perfectly sound. Any principle must have some
positive or constructive side; it cannot be simply negative, it
must be somehow affirmative too. This may be illustrated by
an example from morals: the principle of always cheating
when you can is not a moral principle; it is an immoral princi-
ple; but to call it immoral is to say what it is not, not what it 15,
and it has a positive or constructive character of its own, as d
principle of consistent self-enrichment, in addition to its n&ga-
rive or destructive character as a principle fatal to sound
morality. ‘This is not a peculiarity of this principle or of any
special kind of principles: it is a matter of general logic that a
negation must have a positive side, and it is true of every nega-
tion. Hence standards which are bad and false in history must,
if they are standards at all and not sheer confusions of
thought, be good and true somewhere else; and the misunder-
standing between two people who pin their faith to different
historical criteria is always capable of removal by the discov-
ery that they have been at cross-purposes, each asserting what
the other was not in reality concerned to deny.

And clearly this must be the case if, as we began by saving,
the philosophy of history is composed of universal and neces-
sary thoughts about history. For that statement implies that
nobody who thinks about the subject at all can wholly miss the
truth, and that therefore philosophical error consists not in
believing something purely and absolutely false but in the
application of principles with a legitimate sphere of their own
to spheres where they are illegitimate. And this 1s a tnie
account of error in all its forms; indeed, we can see that 1t mmist
be true, if we reflect that, just as there must be what is called &
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Trflhc;tl“:l f_or ,a crime,. 50 t-here must be a ‘reason’ for an error
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5 It 1s important to recognize tha i
: : t what makes h
€rror an error is not his applica.i f thi iti ciple
B o caxor pplicaiion of this positive principle
apply also some further princi i
untrue that this crime will enri s e e
nrich me; it is perfectl :
pught not to be thinkin ; W
. g only about that; I ough j
it by the standards of politi ol leoren T
_ political or ethical conduct. Simi i
of p . Similarl
;Z_ ?o':l;llx:truefthalllt. lscxentlﬁc methods can be applied to the Sly.lblt
- er of philosophical problems: it i ;
the error of those wh b i o
r o advocate this applicati ists i
o pplication consists in
p r;g};e}g:ggi:h:;; lslgtf;r as lthedproblem in hand is a philosophical
: not be solved except by appeali inci
and r-nel:hods strictly philosophical. gt
mrl; 1; e:) this point that the necessity of a philosophy of his
omes apparent. If two le A .
different and inc i inciples i o By, i
ompatible principles in their criti
structive historical labours, th e P
e Tumoric S, then one of the two, to say the
s g bad history; he is bein i
1o _ g misled by false
Ezz;:p::s veilry much as an immoral man is misled b§ false
dgin. ;:-w ; when he sets out to gratify his desires instead of
gor ;Eal at is ngl}t. .Now A cannot be convicted of a funda-
S :::o;i t?ff prl:lf?ple bBy appeal to the fact that his history
. erent from B’s; on the contra i
i : ry, he will re
;!:;z;i at ;n::n:, ;ndlg It’wll conversely regard it :as a rmerit ir? E:F:-g
¥ that it should be unlike A’s. Su i
: hat it € L . Suppose for instanc
bﬁt II'S a h:;mm:l ;natenahst of the school of Karl Marxe :1}:::
ieves that the forces which ultimatel i ’
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rical narrative, as produced b i i
: ¥ A, will be a narrat f
ECOMMIC events, a materialistic i e
. , mater] C narrative, But yvou can
“_”]’I“_” A' from his principles by saying to him ‘seeyhow mar::t
:; _u:ni: hlstorj_r becomes on your view'; he will reply ‘that is
at 1 want 1t to be’. And if B is attached to an opposite
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school of thought, B will regard it as a merit in his own history
that it says little about economics, which is precisely what A
considers to be B’s defect as an historian.

What, in this state of things, is one to do? Only twu courses
are open. Either we may solve by an appeal to blind caprice a
problem whose rational solution we have renounced, and say,
some people like their history materialistic and others don't,
or we may decide to think out a genuine solution of the prob-
lem by stating in a philosophical form the principles at stake,
and subjecting them to a philosophical criticism. By stating
them in a philosophical form I mean merely stating them as
general principles, instead of being content to be guided by
them in the actual work of historical thought. Thus the mater:-
alistic historian resolves all non-economic, or apparently non-
economic, facts into results of economic forces; this habit of
mind implies principles which, when stated, take the shape of
a materialistic philosophy; and the question whether it is good
history or bad history to resolve everything into terms of eco-
nomics can only be settled by stating and criticizing this mate-
nalistic philosophy.

The philosophy of history, so understood, means bringing
to light the principles used in historical thinking, and criticiz-
ing them; its function is to criticize and regulate these princi-
ples, with the object of making history truer and historically
better. It thus arises by an absolute necessity out of the prac-
tice of historical thinking, and the historian can evade the
necessity of engaging in the philosophy of history only so long
as he can evade entangling himself in the problems of method-
ology; that is, the problems of how he ought to handle histori-
cal materials and what kind of result he ought to aim at
attaining. (This conception of philosophical inquiry as having
a utility beyond itself, of assisting towards the development of
something which is not itself philosophy, is a scandal to vari-
ous people who, trying to keep the various interests of human
life in watertight compartments, insist that philosophy serves
no purpose except that of supplying academic answers to aca-
demic questions; but human life is nct really divided into
watertight compartments, and it is a very foolish method of
combating utilitarianism to say that the things in which utili-
tarianism sees only utility really possess ne utility.)
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The philosophy of history, so understood, is the methodol-
ogy of history. Arising spontaneously in an unsystematic form
out of actual historical work, it cannot ever be expressed in the
form of a completed doctrine; it must consist of topics raised
and discussed in the shape given them by the peculiar circum-
stances in which they arise, and the natural method of treating
it is by isolated and self-contained discussions. As instances of
themes to be discussed in this way, one might mention such
guestions as the following, Qught history to pay special atten-
tion to any one side of human life, such as (according to Marx)
economics, or (according to the present Regius Professor) pol-
itics? Is it possible, or desirable, to write separate histories of
art, of religion, of warfare, of constitutional law, and the like;
or do these things, by being separated from their historical
environment, become unintelligible in their development? Is
the ideal of history a single universal history, a history of the
world, or a number of separate histories, and if the latter, how
ought they to be divided up? Is it possible to produce good
history by portioning out different parts of the subject to dif-
ferent authors after the Cambridge fashion, and if not, why
not? Qught history to aim at biographical form, at presenting
the reader with individual portraits, or ought it to suppress the
biographical element and describe movements whose magni-
tude transcends the individual? Qught it to admit an imagi-
nary element, a conjecture as to what may have happened
when evidence fails as to what did happen; or ought it to state
nothing but what, on the available evidence, is certain? Ought
the historian to write with an eye to his own times, and to see
the past in the light of the present, as Grote saw Athenian
democracy in the light of nineteenth-century radicalism, or
ought he to leave behind as profane all interest in the present
when he enters the temple of Clio? Ought the historian to pass
moral judgements on his characters? Ought he to take sides in
the conflicts whose history he narrates? Ought he to ascribe
their issue to necessity, or to chance, or to the agency of
human wills? Questions like these are concerned with the his-
torian’s duty in matters where, at least to all appearances, a
choice is open to him; but there are others, no less urgent,
which begin not with the word ought but with the word can.
Thus, can history exist in the absence of written records? Can

*
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there be a history, in the proper sense of the word, concerning
the Bronze Age, for example? Can the historian determine
why things happened, or only what it was that happened? Can
he appreciate the motives of his characters, or do their actions
necessarily remain for him mere opaque facts? Within what
limits, if at all, can the historian go behind his sources and
criticize and correct them? and if at all, on what principles?

To enumerate such questions is to discover that their number
is infinite; and as one turns them over in one’s mind, one gradu-
ally perceives two facts standing out more and more clearly,
The first is, that all these questions revolve round one central
question, the question of the fundamental nature, meaning,
purpose, and value of history: the question: what is history? is it
a genuine form of knowledge, or is it an illusion? can it really
make good its claim to be a mental discipline and an approach
to reality, or is it a confused mass of heterogeneous and half-
developed tendencies of thought? If it is a genuine form .of
knowledge, what place has it in knowledge as a whole, and how
is it related to other forms? I say that this is one question,
though it seems many; but it is one in the sense that any answer
to any one of the many involves an answer to all the others, and
any alteration in the answer given to one involves an alteration
in the answers given to all the others. But, further, a properly
thought-out answer to the central question ‘what #s history?’
provides a point of view from which the various methodological
questions to which I have referred can be approached and
solved; for these infinite methodological questions have this in
cornmon, that they all involve the application of a concept of
history to some particular case or type of case; and the posses-
sion of a properly thought-out concept of history is therefore an
indispensable condition of their solution,

The second fact which emerges is that these various ques-
tions bring us face to face with problems from every depart-
ment of philosophy. We cannot, for instance, decide whether
the historian ought to ascribe historical events to necessity,
chance, or human will, without raising, and settling as best we
can, the problem of human freedom and necessity. We cannot
say whether it is best to write a separate history of art or to
include it in a general history of civilization, without dis-
cussing the question in what sense art is a separate thing, a
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self-contained part of human life. Thus the methodological
problems of history lead us not simply to a specialized philos-
uphy of history but to a perfectly general or universal philoso-
phy, to philosophy as a whole.

There are thus three aspects of the philosophy of history.
First, as a complex of particular methodological problems
growing immediately out of historical thinking. Secondly, as
the attempt to answer the question, what is history? Thirdly,
as identical with philosophy in general. Now clearly, these
three aspects are in no sense three distinct departments of the
subject. They are bound up together in such a way that nei-
ther can exist without the others. The first is the matter of the
philosophy of history; the second and third together make up
its form. The matter is a mere plurality of particular philo-
sophical problems, in themselves chaotic, shapeless, capable of
enumeration to infinity; the form is a unity which brings unity
into this matter by relating its parts to one another in the light
of a whole which is the form itself, When I know what history
15, then and then only 1 can see a rational necessity and a ratio-
nal answer for the various questions of methodology which
beset me when I try to write it; and on the other hand, it is
only in this concrete experience of historical work and its diffi-
culties that I can be said to know what history is at all. T'ake
away the matter, and the forrn becomes an empty and worth-
less formula. The form makes the matter intelligible, the mat-
ter makes the form actual.

Now the form has two elements or aspects, corresponding to
the two elements in the phrase philosophy of history. First, to
take them in their logical otder, the philosophy of history
must be philosophy; and to call it philosophy means that it is
universal and necessary and that it is not a part of philesophy,
but the whole of it, a whole in which every part fs the whole
because every part is necessary to the whole and no part can be
understood except in the light thrown upon it by every other,
Secondly, it must be of history; which means that we are deal-
ing not with pure philosophy—if that were conceivable—but
with philosophy approached from a certain angle, seen under
a particular aspect: philosophy with its problems focused
at a particular point, namely the concept of history. Thus
the concept of history forms the immediate object of our
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philosophical reflexion, and the other concepts which make up
the whole body of philosophy are thought of as mediated
through this; we think of them so far and in such a way as to
elucidate the concept of history, and in no other way,

The philosophy of history thus means philosophy in general
seen from the point of view of history; that is, philosophy in
general with the conception of history in the foreground and
the rest in the background. And it is worth noticing that
whenever we think of any complex whole we always see it with
a foreground and a background in this way, If I say x = y, |
may appear to have before me a whole of two parts, x and ¥,
with a reciprocal relation between them, standing (so to speak)
equidistant from me and on a perfect equality; but this is
never really the case; when I say x = p, I am always in actual
fact bringing one term up to another with which I am com-
paring it, so that one figures as a comparatively stable back-
ground, a standard of comparison, while the other is
superimposed upon this background to be compared with it.
The reciprocity of x and y is only a potential reciprocity, aris-
ing out of the fact that we recognize, when we say x = y, that
we might legitimately have said 3 = x. The propositions x =
and y = x are no more, though no less, synonymous than the
propositions ‘Dr, Grundy agrees with Thucydides’ and
“Thucydides agrees with Dr. Grundy’. Similarly, the mass of
interrelated conceptions which we call philosophy must be
grasped somewhere; we cannot have every part of it before our
minds with the same degree of immediacy or directness at one
and the same time; and therefore we must necessarily individ-
ualize some one aspect of it, to be treated as the immediate
problem in hand, while keeping its other aspects as a back-
ground or framework of reference, a body of concepts which
we either have worked out or hope to work out, and to which
we can therefore refer particular points in our present inquiry
for actual or possible solution. Thus in discussing ethical
problems we come up against metaphysical difficulties, and
say either ‘we know from our metaphysical inquiries that the
answer to this question is so-and-so, and therefore we can put
in this answer and go ahead’, or else ‘we have not yet solved
this metaphysical difficulty, so we must postpone that point
for the present’.

THE IDEA OF A PHILOSOPHY OF SOMETHING 351

T'his conception of philosophy as an articulated whole,
which is present to the mind as a whole or not at all, but must
be presented in some particular position, with some part of
itself in the foreground of thought and the rest in the back-
ground, is the only conception which can explain at once the
unity of philosophy and the distinction within it of various
philosophical disciplines or sciences such as logic, ethics, and
so forth. But one must bear in mind that the idea of philoso-
phy as a complete whole, to be turned this way and that in
order to contemplate it from different angles, is so far mislead-
ing that it never is complete; we turn it this way and that not
in order to contemplate the perfections of a finished article,
but in order to continue the work of bringing it into existence.
‘The side from which we are contemplating it is the side which
we are actively engaged in constructing; and while we are con-
structing one side, the other sides are present to our minds
only as principles exemplified in the object of our present
thought, not as independent objects.

Subject to this qualification, then, we may continue to speak
of philosophy as a whole of parts, each part being a concept,
and each concept being capable of becoming the immediate
centre or focus of philosophical thought, the rest serving as
background and elucidating it. Now the question at once
arises, whether every concept forms a part of the body of phi-
losophy, or whether some do and others do not. If the former,
there is a philosophy of teacups and of bald-headed station-
masters; these are concepts, and therefore they have an equal
right to a philosophy of their own with any other concepts. If
the latter, how do we know that history is not one of those
concepts that must be banished from the body of philosophy,
and on what principles are we to decide?

The answer to the question follows naturally from our origi-
nal description of the philosophical as the universal and neces-
sary. A philosophical concept is universal in the sense that it
arises necessarily whenever anybody thinks about a subject, as
we said; but the word subject here means concept, and there-
fore our phrase, if regarded as a definition, was a circular defi-
nition. T'o escape the circle, we must insist that the subject
itself must be a philosophical, or universal, concept; and that
can only mean a concept applicable to everything that exists,

! |
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It is a familiar idea in philosophy that there are such concepts;
in scholastic terminology they are called transcendentals, and
you will find, in Spinoza for instance, that ens, res, and unum
are given as examples of transcendentals. It was this concep-
tion of a transcendental that set the problem and created the
terminology of Kant’s philosophy. The Transcendental Aes-
thetic is the theory of those transcendentals, ubi and gquando,
which apply to everything gua object of sense; the Transcen-
dental Logic is the theory of those transcendentals, unity, real-
ity and the like, which apply to everything gua object of
thought; and ‘T'ranscendental Idealism means the idealismn of
transcendentals, that is, the theory that transcendentals have
no existence apart from the mind. The view which I am
putting forward, then, is that the concepts which compose the
body of philosophy are transcendentals. Philosophy has noth-
ing to say about teacups, because there are things which are
not teacups; the concept of teacup is an empirical or non-
transcendental concept, a concept applicable only to a certain
class of things but not to others. But philosophy has some-
thing to say about thought, hecause everything that can be
talked about at all is, so far as we talk about it, an object of
thought; it has something to say about action, because every-
thing affords a field or opportunity for action; it has something
to say about art, because everything is a legitimate object of
aesthetic contermnplation, about science, because everything is a
legitimate object of scientific investigation, and about history,
because everything that exists is an historical fact.

Now the discovery of Kant was that these transcendentals
formed a single whole, such that, in spite of apparent antithe-
ses between one of them and another, they were all necessary
to each other. Thus unity and plurality seem to contradict one
another; yet evervthing that exists is both one and manifold;
and this is not the least irrational or unintelligible; on the con-
trary, we all understand perfectly well that nothing could be a
unity unless it were also a manifold, nothing a manifold unless
it were a manifold, ore manifold, that is, a unity. Similarly,
the artistic attitude towards things is not only different from
the scientific, but opposed to it; and therefore if the world is so
constituted as to be a legitimate object of aesthetic contempla-
tion, one would suppose that it cannot also be a legitimate

T_
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object of scientific inquiry. And we do frequently make this
supposition in all good faith, and impale ourselves on the
horns of a dilemma by arguing that either the artistic attitude
towards reality is the right one and the scientific the wrong, or
the scientific is right and the artistic wrong; where right or
wrong means justified or unjustified by the unalterable charac-
ter of reality itself. But the answer to the dilemma is that both
are right, and that each is wrong if it claims to exclude or
supersede the other; because the opposition between them is
like the opposition of unity and plurality—an opposition in
?vhich each term is necessary to the other. As unity and plural-
ity are categories or transcendentals of pure logic, which
means that any object of logical thought must necessarily be
thought of as both one and manifold, so art and science are
categories or transcendentals of the mind, which means that
any activity or operation of the mind must have the character-
istics of art and also the characteristics of science.

This means that we are all of us artists and scientists, not in
shifts or by tums, but during the whole of our life, so far as
that life is a mental and not a merely physiological life. The
professional artist is not the only artist; his professional life
consists in a specialized performance of functions common to
all mankind, and this is the reason why his work appeals to an
audience of more than one. Here lies the explanation of a cer-
tain tendency to cross-purposes apparent in almost any dis-
cussion of art carried on between a philosopher and an artist.
For the philosopher, art is a transcendental concept; what he is
investigating under that name is something equally apparent
in every operation of the mind. For the artist, art is an empiri-
cal concept; what he is investigating under that name is some-
thing present in, say, the design of Blenheim Palace and
absent from, say, the design of the Randolph Hotel; because in
trying to be an artist he is trying to produce good works of art
and to avoid producing bad ones, and he sees that the phrases
work of art and good work of art must be synonymous, and that
a bad work of art, so far as it is bad, is to that extent not a work
of art. The philosopher has to reply that the Randolph Hotel
is at least Zrying to be a work of art, and that such an atternpt
cannot conceivably be an unmitigated failure; therefore the
Randolph Hotel, paradoxical as this statement may appear,
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must be, within certain limits, both a work of art and a good
work of art. At this point in the discussion the artist will prob-
ably leave the room, banging the door; and the meoral of the
discussion is that art must be regarded not merely as a concept
indifferently exemplified in every operation or creation of the
mind, as might appear from calling it a transcendental, nor
merely as an empirical concept exemplified in some things and
not in others; but as a concept exemplified indeed everywhere
but only revealing itself in any given case to a mind capable of
recognizing the peculiar and unique form under which it
appears on this particular occasion. The universal is not indif-
ferently and identically present in particulars whose distinc-
tion from one another is due to merely material or numerical
difference: there are no merely material or numerical differ-
ences; what we call such are really differences whose qualita-
tive character we choose to ignore. The universal itself is
differentiated in the different particulars: different works of
art represent not different embodiments of one and the same
beauty but different beauties, different ways of being beauti-
ful. It might almost be said, though ] do not say it because it
suggests a false antithesis, that there are as many different
senses of the word beauty as there are beautiful things. But
that would be untrue because it would suggest that the con-
nexion between these various senses was merely verbal,
whereas it is in fact real and necessary, and there is nothing
capricious about it. The distinction between the various things
which T am here calling senses of the word beauty is really the
articulation of the artistic activity of the mind, a necessary
articulation in the sense that the oneness of all art must be cor-
relative to a certain manifoldness, so that if all art is one, every
form of art must also be unique and different from every
other.

From this it follows that, just as every operation of the mind
must display the characteristics both of art and of science, so
every work of art (that is, every operation of the mind qua
work of art) must display a number of different characteristics
which are the transcendentals or categories of art. I do not at
the moment pause to enumerate any of these; I only wish to
peint out that the distinction between them lies at the root of
those divergences of ideal which cause the quarrels between

T
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various schools of art—naturalistic and formal, classical and
romantic, and so on: and that the individuality of a work of
art, in the aesthetic sense of the word individuality, consists
not in its purely material difference from any other work, but
in its embodying an idea of its own, a form of beauty never
before realized as a conscious and deliberately chosen end.
This new form of heauty must have been present as an ele-
ment in previous works of art, indeed in all previous works of
art; but what makes the new work original is that which previ-
ously existed only as an implicit, partial, or subordinate ele-
ment now comes into the foreground and determines the
explicit character of the whole, as the central motive in the
mind of the artist. This central motive is called the subject of
the work of art; and the individual work of art may be defined
8s a particular subject raised to the level of beauty, or beaury—
all the beauty in the universe—expressing itself in the form of
a particular subject. Thus the relation between the particular
work of art and art in general is parallel to that between a par-
ticular philosophy such as the philosophy of history and phi-
losophy in general,

The question which we now have to consider is, therefore,
whether history is a transcendental or an empirical concept;
whether, that is, there can be a philosophy of history at all. We
are now ready to ask this question, because we have consid-
ered the general nature of transcendental concepts.

History is a kind of inquiry, that is, a kind of mental actjy-
ity; but the question is, whether it is a mere species of activity,
like long division or reading a novel, or a necessary and uni-
versal form of activity which is present, explicitly or impli-
citly, wherever there is mental activity of any kind whatever.

Clearly, history is an empirical conception if it means that
activity which distinguishes persons called historians from
others called scientists, trombone-players, or ophthalmic sur-
geons. History in this sense, as an empirical concept, means
the investigation of certain arbitrarily defined problems
known as historical problems. Consider for instance what is
mvolved in the fact that a book 350 pages long may be called
‘History of England’. It implies either that everything which
has ever happened in England can be discussed in 350 pages,
which is absurd, or that everything known to the author about
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what has happened in England can be stated in 350 pages,
which is equally absurd, or else that there are certain quite
arbitrary conventions as to what ought and what ought not to
be included under that title. That this is the case, everyone
knows; and everyone knows that the conventions change, and
that whereas once the names and dates of kings and battles
were considered to form the main bulk of the History of Eng-
land, that position is nowadays accorded to a description of
social and economic conditions. Thus if you consult profe_s-
sional historians on the question what ought to be contained in
books of history, you will find that they give various answers
which, just because they are merely empirical, cannot be
reduced to agreement, precisely as artists will diffef- about the
proper subjects for artistic representation. They will all agree
that the historian ought to select for narration that whmh‘ls
somehow important; but this idea of importance is nec:fessanly
indefinable, because they differ from one another precx:sely as
to the qualities which constitute importance. And the idea of
selection really gives away the empirical character of the whole
doctrine; for selection implies that something is selected from.
a body of material; now that which is selected is ex hypo'theu
history, but the material from which it is selected is pl.-emsc::ly
history as a whole, and therefore the idea of selection implies
that the historian must first know the whole of history and then
select from it something to narrate. How then does he come to
know the whole of history, or indeed any part of it? Ex hypoth-
est his work as an historian only begins when he already %mows
everything; therefore no place is left for the acquisition of
knowledge, for historical investigation or inquiry.- ;

If on the other hand history means the acquisition or pos-
session of historical knowledge, and not merely the retailing of
certain parts of it to others, it must be a transcender{tal con-
ception. For the object of this knowledge is not the hjstog'y' of
England or the history of this or that particular .emp).ncal
thing, but history as such, whatever history there is, every-
thing historically knowable; and this is a perfectl.y universal
conception. Moreover it is a necessary conceptim-l,_m the sense
that ir is implied as a condition in all mental activity. The sci-
entist, in the course of his inquiries, makes use of observations
and experiments which, at the moment of his using them for
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scientific purposes, are historical facts historically attested.
The artist, in producing a work of art, is adding a new fact to
the history of art, a fact which has a necessary relation with
what in that history has preceded it. Thus history is a tran-
scendenta) conception, like art and science, when regarded as a
pure form of activity; though it becomes, like them, an empiri-
cal conception when it is arbitrarily restricted to certain spe-
cialized embodiments of that form. If anyone says ‘that isn’t
history, because there isn’t a book about it in the historical
section of this library, or because a professor of history would
not bother to lecture about it, or because it never occurred to
the people concerned to call it history’, he is using a perfectly
legitimate criterion to exclude it from history in the empirical
sense, but he is not even attempting to deny that it is history
in the transcendental sense: that is to say, that it contains those
characteristics which, in a more conspicuous degree or form,
confer the name of history upon the things generally so desig-
nated. For the empirical concept is nothing but the prima facie
application of the transcendental concept. Any fool can see
that what we call history-books are examples of history, but it
takes rather more analysis to see that the scientist’s use of sta-
tistics is also history: and this degree of obviousness is the one
and only ground for giving the name in the former case and
withholding it in the latter.

The philosophy of history, then, is the exposition of the
transcendental concept of history, the study of history as a
universal and necessary form of mental activity. A person who
did not understand the idea of a transcendental conception
might think it reasonable to ask that this study should begin
with a definition of history; but to do that would be to betray a
confusion between transcendental and empirical concepts. An
empirical concept must be defined, because it is neither uni-
versal nor necessary: therefore we must be shown how to
frame it before we can go on to discuss it. But a transcendental
concept need not be defined, because we are all possessed of it
so far as we think at all; nor can it be defined, because, being
necessary to all thought, it is necessarily presupposed in its
own definition and the definition thus becomes circular. Let
anyone try to define the transcendentals I quoted from
Spinoza (ens, res, unum) and he will see not only that it cannot
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be done but that the reason why it cannot he done is not th?t
he is ignorant of their meaning but that he I:ecog_nizes ﬁhelr
meaning to be of a kind which makes definition u-nPosmble.
Definition, in short, is an operation peculiar to empirical con-
ceptions. Hence if anyone objects to my procedure bfecause I
do not, either now or later, offer any definition of hlstory-, I
shall not apologize; and if the omission genuinely puz-zles him,
I shall reply that there can only be two reasons for his puzz!e-
ment: either he has not enough experience of historical studies
to connect my remarks with his personal experiences, -and
therefore has got hold of the wrong end of the stick and thinks
1 am discussing an empirical concept instead of a transcenden-
tal; or else he is ignorant of the English language and con-
fronted with merely verbal difficulties.

LECTURES ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY (1926)"

THE purpose of these lectures is to raise and, as far as I can do
80, to answer certain questions relating to the study of history
and to the object, called history, which in that study we inves-
tigate. The fundamental question is, what are we doing when
we study history? and this raises three allied questions: (r)
What are we doing it for? in other words, how does this study
fit into our general view of the aims and purposes of hurnan
life? (2) What is the best way of doing it? in other words, what
are the principles of method by which historical study is or
ought to be guided? (3) What are we doing it to? in other
words, what is the true nature of the thing which we call the
past, which historical thought takes as its object?

I propose to begin by raising the last question. This will
help us to form a general idea of what history is trying to do. 1
shall then go on to ask how it does it; this will mean discussing
the data of historical thought and the methods by which it
interprets these data, I shall then, lastly, take history as a fin-
ished product, when it has done the work of interpreting its
data, and ask what the value of this finished product is.

Our tradition, in Oxford, is to combine historical with
philosophical studies. In my own case, this combination has
led to a constant and obstinate self-questioning as to the right
methods and the ultimate value of historical studies; and my
only object in thinking out the notions which T shall lay before
vou has been to settle accounts with myself as to why I study
history and how I can do it more intelligently. To some extent
I have achieved this settlement of accounts: and I am giving
these lectures in the hope that some of you who may have been
afflicted by the same difficulties as myself, may derive help of
some kind from the flickering light of my own thoughts.
Whether you regard that light as marking the entrance to har-
bour or the presence of rocks, I leave you to determine.

The source documnent can be found in the Bodleian Library Collingwood
Papers, dep. 14.

' Collingwood adds to the title: ‘written January, g~13, 1926, for delivery in
Hilary Term, rgz6.”
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a. Introductory: General Idea of History

I. History in the ordinary or current sense of the word is
knowledge of the past; and in order to understand its peculiar-
ities and its special problems, we must ask what the past is.
This means inquiring into the nature of time.

2. Time is generally figured or imagined to ourselves in a
metaphor, as a stream or something in continuous and uni-
form motion. These metaphors, when we try to think them
out, are very perplexing. The metaphor of a stream means
nothing unless it means that the stream has banks, relatively to
which it is in motion; but when we apply this to time it is
impossible to say that the lapse or process of time is relative
to something else which does not proceed or move: for this
other thing could ex hypothesi only be another time, a time
which remained stationary instead of moving. Nor can we
strictly say that time moves, or lapses, or proceeds; for all
motion presupposes time, and whereas a moving body moves
in time, time itself cannot move in time, unless there are (as
aforesaid) two times, and it certainly cannot move except in
time.

3. It is so difficult to think of time itself as moving, that we
are naturally tempted to give up this conception and say that it
is not time that moves or changes, but events or processes that
change or move fn time. Time is, on this view, regarded as sta-
tionary while events move or change past it, as the hands of a
clock move past the figures on its face. But this view is no
advance: for just as nothing can move except in time, so noth-
ing can stand still except in time, and if we say that time is sta-
tionary while events move past it we are assuming another
time relatively to which what we called time stands still. Nor
15 this the only difficulty. For the figures on a clockface stand
still in the sense that they are all there together; but clearly,
one o’clock and two o'clock and three o'clock and so on are not
all there together,

4- But we are not really better off if we drop the clock
metaphor as well as the stream metaphor and concentrate on
the image of a straight line. If we think of time as a line, we
think of the present as one point in it, with the past on one
side and the future on the other; the present, I suppose, is
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imagined as travelling into the future so that what was future
becomes by degrees first present and then past, and then more
and more remote in the past, But this figure only seems appro-
priate so long as we forget that the line is really regarded as
consisting of events arranged in a temporal series, and that
therefore we are thinking of all events, not as happening, but as
extsting from eternity to eternity and merely waiting to be
revealed by a kind of searchlight or pinhole called the present,
when it reaches them, Unless we think of them thus, the figure
of a line has no applicability whatever; for the events of the
future do not really await their turn to appear, like the people
in a queue at a theatre awaiting their turm at the box office:
they do not yet exist at all, and they therefore cannot be
grouped in any order whatever. Similarly about the events of
the past; which, because they have happened, and therefore
are not now happening, do not exist and therefore cannot be
arranged along a line. The temporal series regarded as a line,
therefore, is in reality a line consisting of one point only, the
present,

5. The present alone is actual: the past and the future are
ideal and nothing but ideal. It is necessary to insist upon this
because our habit of ‘spatializing’ time, or figuring it to our-
selves in terms of space, leads us to imagine that the past and
future exist in some way analogous to the way in which, when
we are walking up the High past Queens, Magdalen and All
Souls exist.” This is simply an illusion, though a tenacious
one; and it is necessary to eradicate it with great care before
one begins to realize the true problem of history. For we com-
monly suppose, in our more illogical and slipshod moments,
that the past still exists and lies somewhere concealed behind
us, and that by using appropriate instruments and methods we
can discover it and investigate its nature; and this idea is con-
formed by the dogmas of certain philosophies now current,
which argue as follows:

That which is known must have a real existence:
The past is known in historical thought and in memory:
Therefore the past must really exist.

* The High refers to High Street in Oxford. Queens, Magdalen, and All
Souls are colleges along this street.
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Of this syllogism, I suppose the major to be true; the minor,
is, however, false; not absolutely false, but false unless quali-
fied in such a way as to make the conclusion no longer true.
The past as such is not known, either in historical thought or
in memory, in any kind of sense in which knowledge could
guarantee real existence. The conclusion therefore falls to the
ground.

6. Another attempt to bolster up the belief in the survival of
the past comes from physiological or psychological theories of
memory, which argue that past events are remembered by us
in virtue of the permanent, or at any rate the lasting, effects
which they leave on our psycho-physical organism, Now it is
very likely true that an event which left no trace at all on our
organism would not be remembered; but the effect and the
remembering are not the same thing. Indeed psycho-analysis
shows that in many cases the lack of memory is simply due to
the magnitude of the effect, as when a person is driven half-
mad by terror and, for that very reason, cannot remember the
thing that frightened him. It is necessary to distinguish very
clearly between the past event, which we remember from the
present residue of that event in our organism. It is also neces-
sary (in order to guard against another false theory of memory)
to distinguish the event which we remember from other events
which may accompany the remembrance. Thus: a person 1s
annoyed by the barking of a dog. This annoyance may produce
a permanent effect, namely a chronic tendency to be annoyed
by dogs, a dislike of dogs. But the dislike of dogs is quite dis-
tinct from the recollection of the event which originated that
dislike. Further: when he remembers that first event, he may,
and very likely will, experience a certain revival of the original
annoyance: he may think ‘what a beastly dog that was!" But this
revival of annoyance is not identical with the memory of the
original incident; indeed the incident must be remembered in
order that the annoyance may be, in this particular way,
revived. The fallacious theories which identify memory with
residual traces or revivifications of past experiences are valu-

able so far as they bring into prominence certain things that

undoubtedly do happen when we remember: but thev are
wrong so far as they try to make memory consist of something
that s in reality not even its inseparable concomitant, since
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residual traces and revivifications of past experiences can and
do occur without any memory of the original experiences. The
source of these errors is the prejudice that the object of mem-
ory must be something now existing. This prejudice, which .is
a deduction, no doubt unconscious in the main, from the epis-
temological dogma that all states of consciousness must have a
real object independent of themselves, prevents its victims
from realizing that what we remember is the past, not the pre-
sent; and that while it exists we cannot conceivably remember
it. It must first cease to exist, and then for the first time it is in
a position to be remembered,

7. History and memory are wholly different things, but they
have this in common, that the object is in each case the past.
The difference between them is that memory is subjective and
immediate, history objective and mediate. By calling memory
subjective I mean that its object is always something that has
happened to ourselves or in our own circle of experience. I do
not rernember the Crimean War, but I do remember the Boer
War; I do not remember Santa Sophia, but I do remember St
Mark’s. As soon as the object falls outside my personal experi-
ence, 1 can no longer remember it. Yet, it is important to
notice, I may imagine it just as vividly and just as accurately as
if I did remember it. A child who has often heard of some-
thing that happened in his family before he was born may
come to imagine it quite as clearly and as veraciously as he
imagines the incidents which he remembers, and this may lead
him to think that he remembers what in fact he does not
remember at all. For instance, I can recollect things that hap-
pened to me when I was less than two, but so dimly and
vaguely that they are actually less vivid than my imagination
of things which older members of my family described to me
as a child and which happened before I was born. And I have
no doubt that this accounts for many things that appear at first
sight to be pre-natal memories. By calling memory immediate,
I mean that we neither have, nor can have, nor can even want,
any guarantee or ground for it except itself. The question
‘why do you remember this?’, meaning, “what reason have you
for remembering it?’ is a question that can never be answered
except with an irrelevant or nugatory answer, like, ‘oh, [ have
a very good memory’, or, ‘it made a great impression on me’,
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or the like. I can certainly come to realize that what I took for
memory cannot be memory, as when I say that I remember
posting a letter which I afterwards find in my pocket, when it
becomes clear that I really imagined or dreamed that I posted
it. But though I may have grounds for thinking this to be a
case of memory or not a case of memory, I cannot have
grounds for remembering. I simply remember, and there is an
end of it

8. History on the other hand is objective, by which 1 mean
that its concern is not with my own personal past but with the
past in general, the past depersonalized, the past simply as
fact. And although I may be in firmer and completer posses-
sion of my own history than of anyone else’s, this is not by any
means necessarily the case. I may know more about the
Crimean War, which [ do not remember, than about the Boer
War, which I do; and I may know more about the early history
of my children, which I have studied with the intelligence of
an adult human being, than about my own, which happened
when I was too young to realize what was happening. And it is
conceivable, though not very likely, that a student of retiring
habits might be able to give a better and truer historical
account of society and politics in ancient Athens than of the
same things in his own country during his own lifetime. And
when T call history mediate I mean that the statements which it
makes are always made on grounds which the historian can
state when challenged. *"Why do you believe this?’, meaning
‘what reasons have you for making this historical statement?’,
is an essentially answerable question, and in proportion as the
historian knows his job he can give a reasonable and accept-
able answer.

¢. This answer will always take the same general form:
namely, ‘I find in my sources certain information which leads
me to the belief'. And this answer is characteristic of history.
Other kinds of thinking are mediate and can, when challenged,
state their grounds; but in no other field of thought are the
grounds called sources, evidences, or the like. We must there-
fore examine this conception and see what it implies.
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b. The Sources of History

0. A source, authority, or document is the raw material out
of which history is made. It may be itself a statement of past
fact, that is to say it may be homogeneous with the finished
product into which the historian tries to convert it; but it need
not be, It may be a document such as a charter or deed or
proclamation, which takes the form of a command; and in this
case nothing is easier than to convert it into narrative by say-
ing ‘in the year x, king y gave such and such lands to such and
such an abbey’; but one must bear in mind the possibilities
that the command was not obeyed and that the person who
gave it did not even intend it to be obeyed. For that matter,
when one's documents take the form of narrative, one must
bear in mind the possibility that the narrator was ignorantly,
or intentionally, circulating falsehoods., The case becomes
more complicated when the source is not even a command,
but a4 mere relic of action, such as a dropped coin, or the
remains of buildings and utensils. Here it becomes evident,
even to the least reflective mind, that the document tells one
nothing unless, by the application of principles, one can suc-
ceed in interpreting it, arguing that buildings of this kind
must necessarily have been intended for a certain purpose,
built at a certain time, and so forth. But what is true of these
non-verbal sources is in fact true of all sources whatever. All
ate dumb except to a mind that can interpret them; and even a
source consisting of simple narrative—a 'Thucydides or a
Froissart—yields no historical results whatever, good or bad,
till some kind of method of interpreting it has been worked
out. '

1x. The interpretation of sources, then, is the formal element
of history, counterbalancing the material element which is the
source itself. Without these two elements, there is no history.
And whereas the sources themselves have to be found, col-
lected, assembled by the historian as data which limit the field
of his activity, the work of interpreting them proceeds accord-
ing to principles which he creates out of nothing for himself;
he does not find them ready-made but has to decide upon
them by an act of something like legislation. The ‘receptivity’
of the historian towards his sources is counterbalanced by his
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‘spontaneity’ in respect of the principles by which he inter-
prets them.

12. Sources, then, must be found, given to the historian
ready-made. His work is to collect them, and this implies
searching for them. But he cannot search for themn until he has
agreed with himself upon some principles of interpretation:
for till that is done, he does not know what to look for. He
must know what kind of decument will yield results under the
methods at his command; for different methods demand
wholly different types of document. Hence a complete collec-
tion of sources is an impossibility, even with respect to a lim-
ited period or a particular problem within that period. For
every advance in the study of the problem brings to light a
new type of source. Thus, a hundred years ago, the sources for
the history of the Roman Empire consisted not exclusively but
almost exclusively of ancient historical writers. During the
nineteenth century the importance of inscriptions, never
wholly overlooked, was for the first time fully Tecognized, and
the Corpus of Latin Inscriptions was set on foot—it is not yet
complete, and it never will be—in order to collect this newly-
realized source of knowledge into a form in which historians
could handle it. At the end of the nineteenth century a quite
new type of source was tapped, namely pottery; and others
will certainly emerge as the intensive study of the period goes
forward. But all we can do with sources is to recognize and
interpret them; we cannot add a single fragment where it is
lacking; where we draw a blank in our search for documents,
we can do nothing to help ourselves. When, as a result of Lord
Birkenhead's Real Property Act of 1923, title-deeds became
unnecessary for the tenure of land, a systematic destruction of
them, all over the country, was set on foot among the solicitors
and agents in whose keeping they lay; and this destruction of
unexamined and uninterpreted potential sources of medieval
history has been the gravest blow that knowledge has received
since the French Revolution; because such a loss of material is
absolutely irreparable: there can be no possible means of
recovering the information which this holocaust has put
beyond our reach.

13. Where one type of source is lacking, however, the histo-
rian  devises new methods of interpretation and reveals
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another. Thus, medieval history is rich in written documents
and in datable architecture. Anyone can learn to interpret
Gothic mouldings and medieval script in a very short time,
and there is any amount of them; and therefore the historian
who wants to reconstruct the story of an abbey never troubles
to go beyond these sources, But in the Roman Empire we ﬁ.nd
no written documents to speak of, except inscriptions, which
tell one very little except personal details, and practically no
datable architecture; so we are driven back on other sources,
and have devised a complicated science of archaeology whose
aim is to interpret chronologically the superimposed strata of
an inhabited site and the objects contained in them. Archaeol-
ogy in this sense does not exist for the medieval period; no liv-
ing soul knows a fiftieth part about medieval pottery, for
instance, that any beginner knows about Greek or Roman
pottery.

14. The supply of sources is thus infinite, in the sense that
no one working at any historical problem can ever have
reached the end of them, and the point at which we think we
have exhausted the sources is only the point at which our own
principles of interpretation have exhausted the peculiar type
of material to which they can be applied. But the sources actu-
ally tapped at any given point by any given student are always
finite. Hence it is possible to give a list of the sources that have
been used in the solution of a particular problem, but not to
give a list of the sources that might be used in the solution of a
problem not yet solved.

15. A student who knows the sources is called a scholar; and
scholarship, or erudition, is that element—a necessary ele-
ment—in history which consists in possessing the materials of
history. A learned man is not necessarily an historian; but an
historian must be a leamned man. Yet there is a natural ten-
dency to confuse the two conceptions and to identify history
with erudition. Thhis is a very common type of mistake. Where
a distinction exists between a factor in experience which is
given and one which is supplied by the experiencin.g mind, j[he
very constancy of the mind’s activity leads to its escaping
notice, so that the whole experience is ascribed to the given
factor. Thus artists who paint landscapes and other natural
objects tend to think that they find their works of art ready-
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made in the external world, and overlook the fact that in
painting a landscape they are always performing acts of selec-
tion, adaptation, conventionalization, and idealization, with-
out which the picture would simply not be a picture,
Similarly, people often discuss the influence of environment
on physique and character as if the idiosyncrasy of the person
on whom the environment is supposed to act had nothing to
do with its action. It is often the most active and spontaneous
people who most overlook the existence of their own sponta-
neous activity: and it is the very ease and success with which
the historian interprets his sources that lead him to fancy that
he is not interpreting them at all—that they are interpreting
themselves, have their meaning written large on their faces,
require, to be understood, nothing but bare inspection. Hence
the sources become falsely identified with the history which
can be written from them; and when so misconceived, history
is regarded as the simple transcription of sources. From this
point of view the sources become authorities, or collections of
statements which the historian accepts and transplants into his
own narrative; whereas the historian’s finished product is
nothing but a patchwork of quotations from his authorities,
more or less welded together by external literary means. Most
histories that are built on a large scale and cover a considerable
extent of ground show traces of this defect; the narrative
seems to change its key in a curious way when one authority
takes the place of another; thus every history of Greece under-
goes a change of tone when Herodotus gives way to Thucy-
dides, and it is very difficult to study the history of the early
Roman Empire without falling a victim to Tacitean melo-
drama. The defect may even be defended, by the plea that the
historian cannot go behind his sources and has no option but
to accept them and believe what they tell him. But this is alto-
gether false. The historian, even at the most rudimentary level
of thought, is responsible for accepting his authorities as
authorities; he believes what they say not because they say it
but because he has made it a principle to believe them; he
always has an option, though the alternative to accepting what
he 15 told may be, and often is, the decision that trustworthy
mformation on this particular question is at present unattain-
able. It is always a mark of stupidity to plead that one is bound
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by what one’s authorities say; vet it is true of the material side
of historical thought, however untrue of the formal,

16. A consequence of the error which regards history as con-
tained ready-made in its sources is the distinction between
history and prehistory. From the point of view of this distinc-
tion, history is coterminous with written sources, and prehis-
tory with the lack of such sources. It is thought that a
reasonably complete and accurate narrative can only be con-
structed where we possess written documents out of which to
construct it, and that where we have none we can only put
together a loosely constructed assemblage of vague and ill-
founded guesses. This is wholly untrue: written sources have
no such monopoly of trustworthiness or of informativeness as
is here implied, and there are very few types of problem which
cannot be solved on the strength of unwritten evidence. For
instance, it is often said that chronological problems
absolutely require written sources for their solution; hut even
written chronology is often very hard to interpret, referring as
it does to eras which we cannot certainly correlate with our
own (e.g. the Egyptian Sothie cycle, which is a period of 1,460
years, and exposes us to the uncertainty, for all early Egyptian
history, whether an event happened at one or the other of two
dates 1,450 vears apart), and on the other hand unwritten
chronological data, like the yearly mud-deposits of the retreat-
ing glaciers at the end of the Ice Age, may at times give extra-
ordinarily accurate results. Strictly speaking, all history is
prehistory, since all historical sources are mere matter, and
none are ready-made history; all require to be converted into
history by the thought of the historian. And on the other
hand, no history is mere préﬁistory, because no source or
group of sources is so recalcitrant to interpretation as the
sources of prehistory are thought to be.?

17. But at a certain level of thought the distinction between
history and prehistory is of value. If we take the historian at an
arrested point in his development, instead of considering him
in his idea or as what he ought to be; if we take the case of the
beginner in historical work, we shall find that for him, and for

2 On the opposite page the following addition appears: ‘N.B. Prehistory
may mean history not et formed. CF. p. 67" (The passage referred to is to be
found on pp. 41718 of the present volume.)
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him alone, a distinction exists between crude historical mater-
ial—deeds and charters, ruined buildings, coins and pot-
sherds—and predigested historical material—ready-made
narrative. The difference is that the predigested material has
been already worked up into something homogeneous with
that into which he is trying to convert it, whereas the crude
material makes demands upon him which he is quite unable to
fulfil. He does not know how to interpret deeds and potsherds:
they are to him mere curiosities, things at which he stares
unintelligently in rnuseumn cases; but he does know, in a sense,
how to read a history-book, and it conveys something to his
mind when the crude material would convey nothing. Hence
the beginner in history is introduced to ready-made history-
books, out of which he gets something; though his later stud-
ies show him that most of what he got was false. Still, this
falsehood was a necessary stage towards the truth. And this
must be borne in mind in connexion with the historical teach-
ing of the very voung. Stories of Noah, of Romulus and
Remus, of King Alfred and the cakes, may be wholly untrue,
but a child who has not been nourished on these, or equally
fabulous, stories, has little chance of ever acquiring that
healthy appetite for history which alone can supersede these
stories by truer ones. The textbooks that we use in school are
one or two degrees truer than Alfred and the cakes: but they
too are infected with the same taint of legend, and it is a pretty
safe generalization that by the time a statement has found its
way into a school textbook it has been either disproved or at
least gravely shaken by the advance of knowledge.

18. The relation between two types of source, the crude
material and the predigested material or ready-made narra-
tive, is parallel to the distinction between the beauty of nature
fmd the beauty of art, When a child is learning to draw, it finds
it much easier to copy a picture of something than to draw
direct from the thing itself, because the picture is a predi-
gested version of the thing; someone has already tackled the
problem of how to draw the thing, and the child profits by his
predecessor’s experience. This is why it is easy to draw things
1n g conventionalized version and hard to draw them naturalis-
tically. Similarly, it is much easier to see the beauty of a thing
as interpreted and idealized in a work of art than it is when the
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thing is presented to us in its natural crudity: the artist points
out to other people beauties which without his help they
would have failed to see. Hence it would be an absurd
pedantry to insist that no one shall ever copy drawings, but
always draw from nature, and equally absurd to demand that
people should ignore works of art and lean always, for their
aesthetic experience, on nature and their own imaginative
powers. In the language of religion, this is to neglect the
means of grace that are given us for the advancement of our
own spiritual life, and this is to blaspheme against the spirit
that provides these means in order to lead us into all truth.

19. The historian as learner, then, takes narrative as he finds
it, on trust, and is as yet incompetent either to go behind it
and criticize it, or (which is the same thing) construct his own
narrative for himself out of crude materials, But in this stage
he is only an historian in fierf, not an historian in esse. He is
accepting ready-made narrative on trust, and he has not yet
attained to the conception of historical truth, a truth that
emerges out of criticism and can withstand criticism. He is not
1n a position to call the narrative which he accepts a true nar-
rative; all he can say is that this is what he finds in his authori-
ties, And at this stage, when as vet he has not leamt to
construct narrative for himself, he is wholly dependent on
ready-made narrative, and history is therefore, for him, coter-
minous with the totality of ready-made narratives. Where
these fail him, he finds not history but prehistory, materials
which he cannot with any precision and confidence interpret.

20. But even at this elementary stage in historical thought,
the historian is not so passive as he thinks. He does, after all,
accept his authorities, and this implies a certain principle of
preference, however little recognized as such; and he daoes
interpret them, in the sense that he reads their narratives and
finds in them only what his knowledge of the language in
which they are written permits him to find there. And at a
very early stage he becomes aware that in reading this or that
book he must make allowances for this or that idiosyncrasy or
bias on the part of the writer, and must remember that the
writer in his turn was limited by Ais authorities and cannot in
any case have been a self-sufficient eyewitness of all thar he
relates. These conceptions begin to modify the uncritical
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reproduction of the ready-made narrative; and they hecome
more and more prominent as the attempt to reproduce the
ready-made narrative becomes more and more consistent. As
soon as the learner begins to supplement his study of one book
by studying others, he finds perforce that their points of view
differ and that their versions of the same narrative never
entirely agree: and hence he becomes aware that his own his-
tory, the narrative which he is trying to build up in his own
mind, cannot follow one authority without diverging from
another. And hence he is forced to take the responsibility of
choosing whom to believe.

21. This power of choosing one’s authorities from a number
of competing claimants is the first and most rudimentary form
in which the historian becomes aware of his own freedom. But
because it is a primitive stage in the development of historical
freedom, it does not follow that the difficulties which it pre-
sents are easy to solve. They are not; they are in fact, at the
level of thought which we have now reached, insoluble. For ex
hypothesi any authority, however bad an authority, knows a
great deal more about the events in question than the student:
how then can the student decide to reject any of them? It
would appear that any choice between authorities must be
capricious; that we merely decide to follow A and ignore B for
no reason except that we decide to do so. Or, if a reason must
be given, it will be an irrelevant reason: as, that A is a better
writer than B and states his version more attractively; or, that
A is a source with which we have long been familiar and B’s
version is a newly-discovered and therefore surprising state-
ment; or, that A's version harmonizes with our personal preju-
dices, political, psychological, or the like. And when we reflect
on the badness of the reasons that lead us to prefer A to B, we
may easily conclude that our faith in A is groundless; and this
may lead to a general scepticism with regard to historical
beliefs, and the conviction that all historical narrative is (as
Voltaire said) a fable convenue,® and that historical inquiry is

* In a letter to Horace Walpole, dated 13 July 1768, Voltaire said: Jai tou-
jours pensé comme vous, monsicur, qu'il faut se défier de toutes les histoires
anciennies. Fontenelle. le seul homme du siécle de Louis X1V qui fir a la fois
poéte philosophe et savant, disait qu'elles étaient des fables comvenues’
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(as Rousseau called it) 'art de choisir, entre plusieurs mensonges,
celui qui ressemble le plus & la vérité.’ This scepticism is indeed
a necessary consequence of regarding history as a transcription
of ready-made narratives, and people who do not sooner or
later fall into it escape it only because they are too lacking in
logical consistency, or too frivolous in their attitude to their
own historical inquiries, ever to get so far. But historical
thought does not simply end here in disaster. It is not weak-
ness, but strength, that has brought it to this pass; if it had
been feebler, it would have remained content with merely
reproducing ready-made narratives; but it has become dissat-
isfied with that because it has recognized that even in repro-
ducing ready-made narrative it has been exercising a free
choice of authorities, and the problem now before it is to
understand what is implied in this free choice. When this
problem is solved, the conception of history as the transcrip-
tion of authorities will disappear, and the historian will have
emerged from the stage of apprenticeship into the stage of
independent and self-reliant inquiry. This transition may be
described as the transition from dogmatic history to critical
history: dogmatic history being history as it appears to the
beginner, critical history being history as it appears to the
competent student. Similar transitions are found in the devel-
opment of art, religion, philosophy, and indeed in every disci-
pline: for it is always the rule that we learn to master an
activity by at first accepting unquestioningly the commands of
others who have mastered it before us. The place of dogma-
tism in human life is a necessary and permanent place, and
those who would banish it wholesale only betray, by this
desire, the fact that they do not yet understand human life and
therefore have not yet transcended the stage of requiring dog-
matism for their souls' good; but the place of dogmatism is in
the school. The learner’s first business is to learn what he is
(Oexvres complétes de Voltaire, Nouvelle édition, Correspondance générale, ix
(Paris, 1822), p. 271).

Likewise in Yeannot et Colin Voltaire wrote: “Toutes les histoires anci-
ennes, comme le disait un de nos beaux esprits, ne sont que des fables con-
venues’ (Oeuvres complétes de Voltaire, Nouvelle édition, Romans, ii (Paris,
1821), p. 123).

5 J.-]. Rousseau, Emile ou de {éducation (Paris. 1957), p. 283. The last
words should be ‘le mieux a la vérité'.
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taught, and to do what he is told to do; if he were able by now
to think for himself and to choose for himself what to do, he
wou.ld not be a learner, Hence all teaching is necessarily dog-
matic, and history as taught must be dogmatic history, ready-
made narrative simply handed out to the pupil for him to learn
and reproduce.

¢. The Interpretation of Sources

22. The point in the development of historical thought
which we are now considering is the point at which the histo-
rian has ceased to be contented with ready-made narrative,
and asks for reasons why he should accept one version rather
than another. Within the circle of dogmatic history, the
answer is easy: the teacher tells him what narrative he must
accept, and the acceptance therefore is a matter not of reason-
ing but of school discipline. But when the disciplinary motive
is no longer applied, and the leamner leaves school, he becomes
himself responsible for his choice of an authority to follow,
and, as we have seen, he cannot help discovering that any rea-
son against following any one authority applies mutatis mutan-
dis to any other, with the result that he is landed in scepticism.

23. The way out of this scepticism is found when it is real-
ized that sources are not authorities but only sources: that the
historian’s attitude towards them must consist neither in
acceptance nor in rejection, but in interpretation. We have
seen that in some sense the acceptance of an authority always
implies interpretation; but if this only means that the reader
must know the language he is reading and translate it into his
own, the interpretation applies only to the words of the
authority and not to his thought, The point which we have
now reached requires us to ask not only ‘what did this writer
intend to convey when he used these words? which is a ques-
tion of merely linguistic interpretation, but ‘what is the histor-
ical truth that lies behind the meaning he intended to convey?
which is a question of historical interpretation in the proper
sense, and assumes that the truth of which we are in search
was not possessed, ready-made, by the writer whom we are
studying, or at any rate not intended by him to be conveyed to
us in the words he is using. In short, we are now trying to get
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behind our authorities, which is exactly what, in the dogmatic
stage of historical thought, we said could never be done; we
are devising means of protecting ourselves against authorities
who are ignorant of the facts which we are trying to learn from
them, or actually intend to conceal these facts from us.

24. This is not really quite so difficult as it sounds. The only
difficulty of any importance is the psychological difficulty of
persuading ourselves to treat critically sources which hitherto
we have been treating dogmatically. It is puzzling and rather
shocking to face the fact that the writers whom one has
regarded as authoritative and incorruptible channels of truth
are completely misapprehending the events which they
describe, or deliberately telling lies about them; and when
experienced historians assure us that all sources are tainted
with ignorance and mendacity, we are apt to ascribe the
opinion merely to cynicism. Yet this opinion is really the most
precious possession of historical thought. It is a working
hypothesis without which no historian can move a single step.
It is absolutely necessary, when one comes across any piece of
narrative which one is trying to use as historical material, to
put the narrator in the witness box and to exert all one's inge-
nuity in order to shake his testimony. And no one will resent
this treatrnent who realizes the extrerme difficulty of narrating
facts correctly, But we are now concerned with a more
advanced stage than the mere discrediting of a witness; we are
by now agreed that all witnesses are discredited, in the sense
that we are never justified in merely transcribing their narra-
tive into our own without modification, and we are dealing
with the question how to extract the truth from a witness who
does not know it or is trying to conceal it. This is the positive
or constructive stage of criticism.

25. The problem, as I have already suggested, resembles
that of cross-examining a witness in court; but it differs
because in this case the witness, not being present before us,
cannot be made to answer questions, and therefore we cannot
test the coherence of his narrative in the most convincing of all
possible ways. But we can do something similar. We can study
our witness's character, situation, and attitude, and this
enables us to establish a kind of personal coefficient which
gives at least a partial result when applied to his statements.
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We find, for instance, that such and such a writer is an
admirer of democracy, and will always say everything he can
to its advantage and to the disadvantage of other political sys-
tems; that another writer wishes to support a contemporary
political programme by the indirect method of historical nar-
rative—for instance, to support Socialism by describing the
sufferings of working men employed by capitalists; that
another is powerfully affected by admiration or hatred for a
central figure in his narrative, such a person perhaps as Julius
Caesar or Napoleon, whose extraordinary genius makes it
almost impossible to contemplate him without some kind of
emotion. I am not at present raising the question whether the
historian can, or ought to, hold himself aloof from these dis-
turbing influences; I am only pointing out that they are dis-
turbing influences, and that we cannot safely use narratives as
sources without making allowance for them.

26. Now this means that we must postpone the task of deter-
mining the truth about a given event till we have determined
the truth about the historian who has written about it. We
have to deal not only with history itself, but with what T shall
call history of the second degree, or history of history. One
might be tempted to think of history of the second degree as a
kind of supererogatory historical exercise, interesting to histo-
rians as being the history of their own craft, rather as the his-
tory of one’s own college is interesting, but on the whole
irrelevant to the pursuit of history of the first degree, an
excrescence upon it, and, on the whole, a useless and trivial
excrescence. But the truth is the very opposite of this. History
of the second degree is an absolutely necessary element in his-
tory of the first degree; no historical problem about any past
event can be settled until we have settled the problem of the
history of its history. For instance, no one would dream of
claiming to have solved the problems that surround the battle
of Marathon until he had studied the literature of the subject
and arranged it in such a way as to build up in his own mind a
narrative of the history of Marathonian theory and inquiry.
For a person who had solved the problem of Marathon, a his-

1oty of the inquiries into that problem would no doubt be

supererogatory and pointless; but that is only because a person
who had solved the problem would ex Aypothesi have passed
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through all these earlier stages of inquiry in his own person,
except those which were too silly to attract his attention for a
moment; and to retail them in a fresh historical narrative
would be merely going over old ground. A person who has
solved a problem and retains the solution vividly and fully in
his mind is still conscious of the articulations of thought which
the problem and its solution involve: that is, he still bears in
mind the various elements of apprehended truth that are
enshrined in the solution, and the various possible errors
between which he has succeeded in steering his course. Now
the past (and ex hypothesi unsuccessful) inquirers into the
same problem have no doubt apprehended some of these
truths and avoided some of the corresponding errors; if they
have not, there is no reason for mentioning them in a history
of the inquiry. They have also, so far as they were in the long
run unsuccessful, made ultimate shipwreck on some one error.
The successful inquirer, therefore, is in a superior position to
any of them and has nothing to learn from studying them; the
narrative of their thought is for him, therefore, a narrative
without interest. But it has great interest in either of two con-
tingencies: first, for the hitherto unsuccessful inquirer, who
wishes to solve the problem for himseif: and secondly, for the
successful inquirer who has ceased to be fully conscious of the
import and articulations of his own discovery, and can in no
way recall these better than by recalling the struggles of earlier
inquirers to solve the same problem. And these two functions
are the permanent justification of history of the second degree.
In the first place, no problem of the first degree can be solved
without a preliminary review of the history of thought on the
subject, which enables the inquirer consciously to insert him-
self in his proper place in the succession of inquirers; in the
second place, it fertilizes and revivifies the achieved solution of
every problem to look back at past attempts to solve it, and
without such revivification the solution hardens into a mere
formula repeated, parrot-like, without intelligence.

27. But it may seem a contradiction in terms to say that
every problem of the first degree demands for its solution the
previous solution of a problem of the second degree. If, for
instance, we cannot justly appreciate the character of Julius
Caesar without first appreciating the character of Mommsen
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(and that is what I have been saying), it is easy to point out
that Mommsen is just as much an historical personage as
Julius Caesar, and that therefore the problem of studying his
character is a problem of exactly the same kind as the problem
of studying Julius Caesar’s, namely an historical problem of
the first degree. All we have said, therefore, is that before we
have solved one problem we must solve another of the same
kind, which therefore, presumably, presents the same kind of
difficulty and must be solved in the same kind of way—in this
case, by studying the biographies and literary remains of
Mommsen, and, as a preliminary to this, studying his biogra-
phers’ idiosyncrasies, and so ad infinitum. If therefore we are
to avoid the absurdity of an infinite regress, which will prevent
us from ever solving any problem whatever by always present-
ing us with another to be solved first, we must surely reject the
view I have been putting forward, and argue that history of
history is not a logical antecedent, but a logical consequent, of
history itself. .
28. Against the contention that history of the second degree
is a logical consequent of history of the first degree I have
already argued that the opposite is proved by the uniform and
indispensable practice of all historians. And because an ounce
of practice is worth a ton of theory, a fact like this may be
safely left to justify itself against difficulties of the kind just
stated. But our business here is theory, and we are therefore
bound to meet the difficulty by argument. This can only be
done by pointing out that all history works backwards from
the present. That which is prior in time is, as Aristotle would
say, posterior to us., We start from ourselves, from the world
in which we live; and only so far as we have a certain grasp of
that can we hope to grasp the truth of anything in the past.
The history of history is an easier study than history, in so far
as the historians who are there the objects of our study stand
closer to ourselves and are more open to our inspection than
the persons about whom they write. We know Mr A person-
ally, and this enables us to predict with some confidence the
kind of prejudice that will betray itself in his books about
medieval history; we know Mr B by hearsay and Mr C by a
fresh and consistent tradition, and the same is true of them.
The psychology of Mommsen is easier to grasp than the
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psychology of Julius Caesar because, though he was not a per-
sonal acquaintance of ours, he was a modern European, a
nineteenth-century German, and we know incalculably more
about the kind of person he was likely to be, to judge from his
environment and training, than we ever can do about Julius
Caesar. But the same principle applies even to historians of
the remote past. Because Thucydides and Velleius Paterculus
have left us their own writings, we have far better evidence
concerning the character and attitude of Thucydides and
Velleius Paterculus than we can ever have conceming those of
Cleon and Tiberius. Hence the history of history always pre-
sents us with easier problems than those of history of the first
degree, problems for which the evidence is more voluminous
and more reliable. But the difference is not exhausted by this
distinction of degree. It is not merely that history of the sec-
ond degree is better documented; it has a kind of directness or
mmediacy, by contrast with which history of the first degree
is always indirect and inferential. The historian has placed
himself directly before us by writing for us to read; there is
only a difference of degree between our acquaintance with him
and our acquaintance with people whom we meet and with
whom we converse; whereas we can never have this direct
acquaintance, in however slight a degree, with Alexander the
Great ar William the Conqueror. This makes the problems of
history of the second degree not merely easier than those of
history pure and simple, but actually simpler in their structure
and therefore capable of solution by methods too crude for the
successful treatment of the latter.

29. The critical attitude, then, recognizes that whereas our
acquaintance with our sources is direct, or mediated only by
linguistic interpretation, our acquaintance with the events
which we are studying is always indirect, mediated through a
critical interpretation of our sources. We no longer think that
in reading Livy or Gibbon we are face to face with the early or
late history of Rome; we realize that what we are reading is nor
history but only material out of which, by thinking for our-
selves, we may hope to construct history. From this point of
view, Livy and Gibboen are no longer authorities, but sources
merely: they are not to be followed, but to be interpreted.
They are now seen to be only one element in the finished
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product; the other element being, not other sources, but our
own principles of interpretation, which we have to mix with
them in the same sense in which Michelangelo said that he
mixed his colours with brains.

30. The interpretation of sources must proceed according to
principles. It is not enough to interpret them according to the
dictates of intuition, to deal with individual cases as if each
was unique and unlike any other. People sometimes advocate
this happy-go-lucky or intuitive method of dealing with the
problems presented by moral conduct, art, science, or even
philosophy under the name of dealing with every case on its
merits, and support their contention by a polemic against
casuistry and the tyranny of abstract rules. And certainly
abstract rules are bad masters. It does not follow that they are
not good servants. And it is sometimes forgotten that to deal
with a case on its merits is impossible unless is has merits, that
is to say unless it has recognizable points of contact with other
cases whose merits are of the same general kind. It is doubtless
true that every case is unique; but uniqueness does not
exclude points of identity with other unique cases; and a
denial of the genuineness of universals is at least no less disas-
trous than a denial of the uniqueness of their particulars. In
point of fact, no one would dream of trying to interpret an his-
torical document except in the light of general principles, e.g.
that this kind of script is characteristic of English thirteenth-
century writing, or that silver coinage suddenly becomes very
rare in the early fifth century A.D., or that official documents
tend to exaggerate successes and to minimize failures; and the
only real question is whether we shall merely assume our prin-
ciples and remain, so far as possible, unconscious of them, or
bring them out into the light of full discussion. That they
must exist, is undeniable,

31. Various views are, however, held as to their derivation
and basis. It is sometimes held, and widely at the present time,
that principles of interpretation are derived inductively from
the inspection and comparison of historical sources; and that
having been thus derived they are then applied to the interpre-
tation of more difficult cases. We find by experience, it is
thought, that official documents are what is called ‘optimistic’,
by comparing them with other sources; and this enables us to
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guard against being misled by their generic tendency in cases
where we have no other sources with which to compare them.
The strong and weak points of this view are the strong and
weak points of inductive logic in general. In a psychological
sense it is no doubt true that we recognize the principles by
examining instances of them, and we very likely first vividly
realize the optimistic tendency of official reports by coming
across a case in which two combatants both officially claim
decisive victories in the same battle, or the like. But from a
less psychological point of view, which means a point of view
less easily satisfied with the first superficial appearance of the
facts, it becomes obvious that we accept the principle not
because we have seen an example of it but because the princi-
ple itself proves acceptable; and that it possesses a certainty far
more complete than the certainty that attaches to the fact
which, we fancied, guaranteed it. The function of the instance
now seems to be, rather, to reveal to us the principles which
we implicitly accept, not to introduce to us principles to which
till now we were strangers. And this must be the case; because
what we have really done is not to find the principle of official
mendacity written large upon the face of the facts, but to
appeal to that principle in order to make the facts intelligible,
and only afterwards to assume that the facts must have been
inherently an instance of the principle, because we assume
that facts must be inherently intelligible and we do not see
how they could have been intelligible otherwise. Hence a little
further reflexion inevitably convinces us that our principles of
interpretation have their origin, not in the facts as we observe
them, but in the thought which we bring to bear upon them.
32. But this discovery, true as it is, exposes us to a new con-
fusion. If our canons of interpretation originate not in the
facts but in our thought, they are merely subjective, and this
appears to imply not only that they are creatures of mind but
that they are creatures of caprice. On this view the individual
thinker is free to select any principles that appeal to him, and
construct historical narrative by their help without any
attempt to show that these principles, and no others, are justi-
fiable. If he has a bad conscience about this, he may placate it
after the event by showing that the principles he has arbitrar-
ily chosen have, after all, ‘worked’, or yielded a more or less
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coherent narrative; but that is no proof that they are valid, for
the question remains whether the narrative so constructed is
true. For instance, suppose a writer were constructing a his-
tory of the Anglo-Saxon settlement. He might work on the
assumption that contemporary writers were the best informed,
and consequently accept everything said by Gildas as true; he
might further assume that Anglo-Saxon popular tradition
retained for several centuries an accurate account of the facts,
and consequently accept the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; he might
also accept Nennius as trustworthy because Nennius enshrines
traditions going bavk to the s5th century, and these, like those
contained in the Chronicle, may be accurate. Having made
these assumptions, he may then recognize that modern
archaeclogical study has produced results quite incompatible
with these assumptions, and this may lead him to embrace the
further principle that archaeological inquiry is in the main
powerless to produce historical results. Applying these princi-
ples to the problem in hand, he will get a fairly definite narra-
tive of the main events of his period; but the question is, will
his narrative be true? And that question now resolves itself
into the question, are his principles satisfactory? Clearly, if his
principles are the right principles, his narrative will be true, or
as true as it is possible, with the evidence we possess, to make
it. And we have no way of deciding whether the narrative is
true except by asking whether it is legitimately derived from
the evidence: it is not as if we had some independent method
of establishing the truth of the narrative and so proving the
validity of the principles a posteriori. There is no alternative
except either to regard principles as a matter for capricious
personal choice, in which case the resulting narrative no
longer has any claim to be considered anything more than a
work of imagination, or to insist that principles shall be justi-
fied a priori, that is, made into objects of critical study and dis-
cussion by a scientific methodology of history.

93. This methodology will be concerned with abstract or
general problems connected with the various concepts used in
historical thought. Because these concepts are treated
abstractly, the science that deals with them will be highly fissi-
parous, and will issue in an indefinite number of historical sci-
ences each concerned with the methods of handling and
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interpreting one kind of evidence. For it is to be ol?served that
the transition from dogmatic to critical history involves an
immense widening of the field of evidence. Whereas dogmatic
history recognizes no sources but only authorities, which must
consist of readv-made narrative, critical history treats these
narratives not as authorities, or history ready-made, tfut as
sources, or evidence to be made into history by interpl:etmg it:
and this means ignoring the fact that they are narratives and
treating them in a way in which they might equally have been
treated had they not been narratives. The methods of critical
history are therefore applicable to an indefinite varie:ty Qf
objects all of which become historical sources so far as histori-
ans can find ways of employing them as such. There is now no
a priori distinction between facts that can and facts that cannot
be used as the materials of history; everything depends on the
ability of the historian to discover materials that. he can use,
and these will be of the most widely divergent kinds and the
principles of their employment infinitely various. This is ?:he
raison d’étre of such sciences as palaeography and diplomatics,
epigraphy, numismatics, historical architecture, arfd all_the
ramifications of archaeology in its application to various kinds
of implements and relics. All these sciences combine a theoret-
ical side, consisting of general propositions concerning SL}ch
things as the period of history at which thi.s or Fhat mou.ldfng
or piece of ornament was used, and a practical side, cons1st1r.1g
of general recomnmendations as to the search f9r the special
kind of evidence in question. In part, these sciences can be
discovered set forth in textbooks; but only in a very small part.
The student who is anxious to learn them must get hinjse]f
apprenticed to the trade by working in company V\flth skilled
exponents; he will find them in museums, in libraries, on the
staffs of excavations, and even in universities. These bodies of
skilled historical investigators, handing down by personal
instruction and word of mouth a vast amount of know_lectgc—
that never finds its way into books, form one of the most inter-
esting features of our civilization on its intellectual side. [t
reminds one of the medieval gild system, and it has the same
strong points: it ensures, as nothing else can, a high and fairly
consistent level of work, and makes it difficult for a totlly
incompetent or untrained person to undertake a delicate piece

T
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of research and impose his valueless results on the public. For
the fact is that sound technical training can only be provided
by some such system of personal and prolonged intercourse as
i§ given in apprenticeship: and Jjust as a man must apprentice
himself to the technique of handicraft if he i5 to become a
sound craftsman, so he must apprentice himself to the tech-
nique of historical research if he is to become a competent his-
torian. It is, however, worth pointing out that our habit of
printing and publishing technical details is apt to mislead aspi-
rants to historical knowledge. So much is to be found in print
e.g. about numismatics by anyone who chooses to read it, that
people are often tempted to imagine that they can become
numismatists or even form a general impression of the extent,
cogency, and historical value of numismatics by simply read-
ing books. This is a complete mistake. The books which such
& person reads are positively misleading, except to a person
who has constantly handled coins in the company of people
able to call his attention to their salient features; and no
amount of book-learning can make up for this personal
instruction and personal experience in the handling of actual
objects. The fisherman who found his way home in a fog by
smelling the lead, after sounding with it, was hardly more
independent of book-learning than the archaeologist who rubs
his thumb along the edge of a potsherd and says ‘they never
feel like that much after the reign of Domitian’.

34. To scientific treatment of this kind, narrative is no less
amenable than any other kind of historical material. The pecu-
liar treatment which narrative demands is generally called by
such names as higher criticism, Quellenkritik, and so forth. A
very remarkable and almost unique example is to be found in
the present state of New Testament criticism, which has been
undertaken with the deliberate intention of testing with the
utmost possible rigour the trustworthiness of those narratives
on whose truth Christianity stakes its hope of human happi-
ness and salvation. The fact that this critical study of the New
Testament has been taken in hand entirely by persons anxious
to beliecve as much of the Christian faith as possible is an
extraordinary and almost incredible testimony to the moral
dignity and intellectual sincerity of our age: and the fact that,
to find a perfect example of modern historical method, it is
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necessary to turn to this particular field, shows that the theolo-
gians have by no means adopted a weapon which others had
prepared, but have gone ahead of historians in the sphere of
historical technique, It is safe to say that nowadays the average
professional historian is far less critical in his attitude to
Herodotus than the average professional theologian in his atti-
tude to St Mark.

35. So far, however, we have been considering only that part
of historical methodology which is empirical, or concerned
with the peculiarities of different kinds of evidence. But there
15 another and much more important part of historical
methodology, namely general or pure methodology. This is
concerned with problems of method which are never absent
from any piece of historical thinking. An example of such a
problem is that of the argument from silence. The problem is
this: can we say that a certain event did not happen because we
are not told that it did? On the one side, it may be argued that
we cannot, because our sources do not exhaust the whole of
the events in their period, and any number of things may have
happened about which they say nothing. But on the other side,
it may be argued that all historians always do rely on the argu-
ment from silence when they accept a narrative based on a cer-
tain source because they have no other sources and therefore
cannot check the one which they possess; thus our account of
any event for which we have only one authority would cer-
tainly have to be modified if we discovered a second authority
(e.g. the account of the Athenian revolution of 411, and its
modification after the discovery of Aristotle’s 'Afnraiwy
ohitera). Hence there is always an implicit argument from
silence in every historical inference. And this becomes explicit
when we find such arguments as this: No objects found on this
site can be dated earlier than the year x or later than the year
vy, and therefore it was only occupied during the period xy.
Here we argue directly from the fact that we have not found
certain types of object. Yet no archaeologist would hesitate to
use arguments of this kind. Thus on principle the argument
from silence seems obviously indefensible, but in practice
every historian uses it and uses it incessantly. But every now
and then someone starts up in the course of a controversy and
says to his opponent: ‘this won’t do: vou are resting vour case
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on the argument from silence’. It is the business of pure his-
torical methodology to settle this problem and others like it,
which are concerned with the perfectly general question of the
principles on which evidence must be interpreted.

36. Methodology in this general or pure part is in point of
fact almost wholly neglected by historians. They live in this
respect from hand to mouth, and on the rare occasions when
they start thinking about the subject they are apt to conclude
that all historical thought is logically indefensible, though
they sometimes add a saving clause to the effect that they per-
sonally can interpret evidence pretty well because they have a
mysterious intuitive flair for the truth, a kind of Sasuoviov
onpewoy which informs them when their authorities are
telling lies. Now this attitude is intelligible enough, because
it is the attitude which most people always take up towards
any philosophical problem. They are helpless when asked to
think it out, and they fall back on dogmatic and almost
instinctive convictions which under critical inspection are
seen to shift and waver with every breath of wind. If you take
for instance the attitude of an unphilosophical person towards
the general problems of ethics, you will find that he can never
present a coherent statement or defence of any one attitude,
but that his actual position is a chaotic mixture of all the ethi-
cal theories you ever heard of, all presented as intuitively cer-
tain and guaranteed by all the sanctity of instinctive
conviction. And the upshot is that they know well enough
what to do, but can’t explain why they do it or how they know
they ought to do it. Similarly the ordinary historian can give
no account of the processes by which he extracts narrative
from sources; all he can say is that he succeeds in doing it
somehow, that something, which he may call instinct in order
to mark the fact that he does not know its real name, guides
him in deciding what evidence is sound and in what direction
it points.

37. But we cannot accept this account of the matter. To
accept it means falling back on a merely obscurantist, because
psychological and subjective, theory of interpretative princi-
ples, and the weaknesses of this theory have been already con-
stdered. No one would for a moment tolerate the suggestion
that Instinctive convictions may teach us the right dating of
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Corinthian pottery, because, as we have seen, that suggestion
reduces history to the level of fable. But exactly the same
result follows if the same suggestion is applied to general or
pure interpretative principles. If it is merely a flair that leads
us to select and interpret this evidence in this way, how do we
know that the resulting narrative is true? A narrative of some
kind will doubtless result from any kind of interpretation; but
the historian is not satisfied with any kind of narrative; he
wants a true narrative; and unless he will condescend to the
ignominy of seriously claiming that he has a direct intuitive
perception of the difference between a true and a false narra-
tive, like the magical cups in fairy-tales that broke when poi-
son was poured into them, he must admit in this case what we
have argued in the case of empirical principles, that the princi-
ples must be independently established a priori in order that
the narrative constructed by their means may be known to be
true.

38. There must, therefore, be a general logic of historical
thought, and this must be a philosophical as opposed to an
empirical science, and must establish a priori the pure princi-
ples on which all historical thinking is to proceed. Without the
explicit and definite construction of such a philosophical
methodology, the results of our historical inquiries may be
true, but we cannot know them to be true: we can only hope
that, this time, we have not fallen into the trap of an illicit use
of the argument from silence or the like, but we cannot be sure
of it. Croce, than whom no living philosopher is better quali-
fied to discuss the problems of historical thought, even goes so
far as to say that the entire task of philosophy consists in noth-
ing but this construction of a methodology for history. I am
not sure that I could follow him quite so far, but I am at any
rate equally convinced of the necessity for a philosophical
methodoelogy of history, if history is to be more than an arbi-
trary construction of fantastic narratives out of evidence inter-
preted at haphazard.

d. Narrative

39. When we have found and interpreted our evidence, the
result is history as a finished product, or narrative. I say as a
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finished product, but it must be remembered that the product
is never actually finished. The work of collecting sources is as
endless as is the work of interpreting them, and therefore
every narrative that we can at any given moment put forward
is only an interim report on the progress of our historical
inquiries, Finality in such a matter is absolutely impossible.
We can never say ‘this is how it happened’, but only and
always ‘this is how, as at present advised, I suppose it to have
happened’.

40.-Because final and complete truth, with regard even to
quite a small historical problem, is unattainable, it does not
follow that there can be no solid advance in historical knowl-
edge. We shall certainly never know all that we want to know
about, say, the battle of Marathon; but it would be hasty to
infer that all possible accounts of it are therefore equally far
from the truth. It may seem paradoxical to say that one
account is nearer to the truth than another while yet confess-
ing that we do not know what the truth is; but we must face
this paradox, and try to clear it up later, clinging for the
moment to the obvious fact that we can and do substitute one
narrative for another, not on grounds of personal preference
but on wholly objective grounds, grounds whose cogency any-
one would have to admit if he looked into them, while yet fully
aware that our own narrative is not the whole truth and is cer-
tainly in some particulars untrue, One account of an event like
the battle of Marathon is demonstrably preferable to another,
although neither is wholly true,

41. If this is called scepticism, it is a very different scepti-
cism from that which we analysed at an earlier stage of our
inquiry, the scepticism which, assuming that history was to be
found ready-made in our authorities, had made the discovery
that no authority deserves to be taken at face value. This is a
more advanced and less helpless scepticism; for it is a scepti-
cism which only affects the absolute truth of our historical
thinking, and does not touch its relative truth, that is to say,
the truth of the judgement that this historical narrative is
preferable to that. And if it is argued that without absolute
truth this relative truth cannot exist, we shall reply, on the
contrary, unless this relative truth were certain, the argument
against absolute truth would fall to the ground. [For it is only
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the experience of refuting this or that historical theory that
leads us to believe in the ultimate refutability of all such theo-
ries; and if we are wrong in thinking that this or that theory
has been genuinely refuted, there is no reason to think that all
must be capable of refutation. But to refute a particular histor-
ical theory means to supersede it; for the only way in which
it]® can be refuted is by reinterpreting the evidence on which it
rests, and showing that the evidence really points in a different
direction. The only certainty that we can ever have in histori-
cal thinking is the certainty of having made a definite advance
on previous theories. If we want more than that, we cannot
have it. If we hope that by pursuing our inquiries we can come
to know the past exactly as it happened, our hope is vain. This
is perhaps generally recognized, but I may be pardoned for
reminding you of the grounds on which we recognize it.

42. We depend, in history, on sources. We do not depend on
authorities: that is, we are not at the mercy of our informants’
knowledge and veracity; for we can to some extent detect and
allow for their failings, and supplement their information by
evidence of other kinds. But whatever kind of evidence we use,
there is at any given stage in our inquiry a certain amount of it
at our disposal and no more. Now we do not, as if we were
inductive logicians, commit the imbecility of assuming that
the unknown will resemble the known. We do not for a
moment imagine that the sources which we do not possess
would tell the same tale as those which we do. On the con-
trary, we know that they might tell a different tale, and that is
why we lament their absence and do all we can to find them,
But, as we have already seen, the kind of evidence that the his-
torian can use depends on himself, not on the evidence. And
therefore the totality of evidence on any given subject can
never be exhausted: we always know that if we were more
painstaking we could discover more evidence, and that if we

% Written on the opposite page is the following: *Not right. I should have
said;i—--For this argument depends on the principle that historical theorigs
admit of refutation: that is to say, on the principle that criticism may be
effective. But if criticism is effective, it results in the replacement of the
refuted view by a less inadequate view, that is, one relatively true. For the
only way in which an historical theory’. The brackets in the text are Colling-
wond's,
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were more ingenious we could squeeze more information out
of the evidence we possess. For instance, Greek history in the
fifth century B.c. is a valuable study for the beginner in histor-
ical work because there are so few sources for it that the begin-
ner can grasp them as a whole, and proceed to the work of
interpreting them for himself with a temarkably small equip-
ment of scholarship. Hence, within a few months of beginning
the study of the period, he is able to form a tolerably good
Judgement of the merits of any theory that may be put for-
ward. When, on the other hand, he deals with Roman history
of the early Empire, he is embarrassed by the immense mass
of the available sources, especially those derived from epi-
graphy; here, therefore, he is confronted with the opposite
problem, the problem of acquiring a sound scholarship or
acquaintance with the sources, and the work of interpreting
them falls comparatively into the background. The student of
ancient history as it is taught in this university has therefore
two different problems successively before him: in his Greek
history he has to exercise himself in squeezing the last drop,
by subtle interpretation, out of a given body of sources, and in
his Roman history he has to exercise himself in mastering a
body of sources whose extent is, within the limits of time
allowed him, practically inexhaustible. But this distinction
between Greek and Roman history is only a prima facie dis-
tinction, and disappears on closer acquaintance, For one soon
begins to realize that hope of real progress in Greek history is
bound up with the hope of enlarging the body of available evi-
dence by calling into play the resources of archaeology,
anthropology, and so forth; and on the other hand it is pos-
sible, given more time, to master pretty completely the
sources for the history of the early Empire, and then comes
the task of interpreting them.

43. Both these tasks are endless, and therefore, when the his-
torian says ‘ich will nur sagen wie es cigentlich geschehen
ist’’—I  will only state what actually happened (to quote
Ranke’s famous programme)—he is merely making a promise
that he can never redeem: unless indeed the word will implies

? Collingwood has misremembered the quotation. It should be: “Er will
bloss sagen, wie es eigentlich gewesen’ (L.. Ranke, Geschichten der romanis-
chen und germanischen Vélker von 1494 bis 1535 (Leipzig, 1824), p. vi).
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not a promise but a desire—not ‘I will’ but ‘I want to’, in
which case the phrase is a statement of an ideal, but an unat-
tainable ideal. For it is clear that however long the historian
goes on working he will never arrive at the point at which he
can say 'l have now collected all the evidence that can ever be
collected, and have interpreted it as exhaustively as it can ever
be interpreted.’ History, regarded as knowledge of past fact, is
unattainable.

44. This brings us face to face with a new problem. What is
it that we are trying to do in our historical researches? We
have hitherto assumed that what we are trying to do is to nar-
rate facts as they actually happened. This, we now see, cannot
be done. Now it is pussible to explain this by saying that there
is a discrepancy between what we are trying to do and what we
succeed in doing; what we are trying to do is to know past
events, what we succeed in doing is to improve on previous
attempts to know them. Hence it is an illusion to think that we
can ever know what really happened: but it is a necessary and
beneficent illusion, in so far as it is the necessary condition of
the real advance which we actually make. Similarly, we are
always trying to be good in the sense of morally perfect; that
we niever shall be; but by trying to do the impossible we actu-
ally succeed in doing something which, without this, would
iself be impossible—namely, becoming better. AH true
progress, it may be argued, is rendered possible only by set-
ting before itself a goal which is unattainable.

45. There is no doubt a certain plausibility, and even a cer-
tain truth, in this. It is certainly the case that many people
misunderstand the actions which they nevertheless do; and it
is certain that in some cases, if we understood what we were
doing, we should cease to do it. There are historical students
who believe that by their researches they can discover the past
wie es eigentlich geschehen ist;® indeed, that is a perfectly nat-
ural belief to hold, before one has thought carefully about the
matter. And there may be some of these who, if and when they
learnt the falsity of this belief, would drop their historical
studies. But I am in a position to state confidently that not ali
would do so; for I myself have leamt the falsity of this naive

" As mentioned in the previous note this quotation from Ranke is not cor-
rect.
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realisn, and have never for a moment been ternpted to give up
historical research in consequence; precisely as a modern sci-
entist, who has learnt that the world of physics is an abstrac-
tion and not a metaphysical reality, does not therefore cease to
study physics. And in general, it cannot be argued” that igno-
rance of what we are doing, even to the extent of positive mis-
understanding of it, is necessary to the doing of it. We
generally believe that our most successful actions are those
which we most clearly think out and most completely under-
stand. No doubt there are many things which we often call
actions, such as digesting our dinner, that can be done quite
unconsciously; but these cases do not really throw light on the
difficulty. For although we do not operate our digestive organs
in the deliberate design of digesting our dinner, we certainly
do not operate them in any other deliberate purpose; we oper-
ate them, if we can be said to operate them, without any pur-
pose at all. The action is an unconscious action, involving no
purpose: and therefore it does not help to explain the peculiar
relation of a purposive action, like thinking historically or act-
ing morally, to a purpose which it sets before itself and does
not achieve. In cases in which we are aiming at the achieve-
ment of some end, it seems hardly disputable that we aim
most efficiently when we think most clearly of the end: and to
say that a certain action is only rendered possible by our cher-
ishing a misconception of the end seems a contradiction in
terms.

46, Can we, then, give a new and improved account of his-
torical thinking by saying that what we are really trying to do
is not to know the past but to improve upon previous attempts
to know it? Can we define history in terms not of the unattain-
able ideal but of the actually achieved progress?

We cannot. For in actual historical work the desire to go one
better than other people or our own past selves is in no sense a
central motive. The historian is not trying to discredit his pre-
decessors, but to get at the facts; that is the account of the

* In the manuscript the passage from ‘It is certainly the case’ (second sen-
tence of paragraph 45) until ‘it cannot be argued’ is added at a later date and
written on the opposite page. In the original text at the beginning of the sec-
ond sentence of paragraph 45 “But it involves the curious doctrine’ is crossed
out,
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matter which he would always give. And further, if you say
that the ideal, because it is unattainable, cannot be actually
operative as an ideal, you take away the criterion by which
alone the advance is known to be an advance. We can say ‘this
historical work is nearer than that to my conception of what
history ought to be’, only so far as we have a conception of
what history ought to be. I do not say that the separation
between what is and what ought to be is in the long run meta-
physically satisfactory; but I do say that it is a lesser evil than
the arbitrary reduction of the dualism by denying one of its
terms and trying to conceive a progress without any ideal at all
except the ideal of progress itself, which is not an ideal but a
term correlative to an ideal other than itself.

47. We are, therefore, left in some perplexity as to the pur-
pose of history. We have seen that history cannot be the mere
satisfaction of a detached curiosity respecting the past,
because this curiosity cannot be satisfied. Nor can it be the
mere expression of the pugnacious instincts of historians, for
though of course historians have pugnacious instincts, they are
also historians, and they want to express their pugnacious
instincts through historical controversy, whose peculiar fea-
tures are left unexplained if we call it a mere example of
pugnacity.

4B. At this point it may be suggested that the purpose of his-
toty is pragmatic: that is to say, its value consists in the moral
which we can derive from it for our guidance in present
action., Now I do not want to deny that history has moerals of
this kind. Pecople sometimes say that it has not, because it
never repeats itself, and, since the same situation never recurs,
an action appropriate for one situation is not appropriate for
another. But we need not suppose that it is. Surely one may be
allowed to say that we learn by experience how to handle cases
of influenza, without being held to the doctrine that all cases
of influenza exactly resemble each other. Nobody thinks they
do; but everybody thinks that they resemble each other quite
enough to justify us in applying to them all certain general
rules, such as keeping a feverish patient in bed in a warm room
and being very careful about after-effects. These rules we have
undoubtedly learnt from historical cases of influenza in our
own and other people’s experience, and it would be sheer folly

T
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to pretend that the same principle does not hold good in strat-
egy and legislation as well as in medicine. Indeed, a soldier or
statesman who knew nothing of the history of war or politics
would be quite unfit for his work. But this is not to say that its
pra_gmatic value is the essence of history, the value in virtue of
which it is history. On the contrary: history pragmatically
conceived is conceived first as having completed its proper
task of determining past facts, and then as proceeding on the
strength of this to give advice concerning the present. When,
therefore, it is pointed out that the past facts can never be
completely determined, pragmatic history is nipped in the
bud. We are raising the question ‘what good is history if it
can't det.ermine past facts?’ and it is no answer to reply, as the
pragmatic conception does, ‘the good of history is that, having
determined past facts, it can tell you what to do in the pre-
sent’,

49. But the pragmatic theory of history is out of date. No
one preaches it now, for people generally recognize that it
assumes a finality about the results of historical research which
they do not possess. Its place has been taken by a new form of
the same general tendency. When you realize that it is impos-
sible first to establish the facts and then to deduce their moral,
you can get over the difficulty by allowing the moral to deter-
mine the facts. For instance: you want to warn peuple against
intoxication. You say ‘Noah got drunk, and that is why
negroes are black. Take warning by that awful calamity’. That
is praglmatic history. But if you realize that the inebriation of
Noah is a matter of sericus debate among the learned, and if
you are still obsessed by the moral value of history, you say:
‘some people say Noah got drunk: others say he didn’t, but
only had a glass or two. I shall say he got drunk, because I am
a tgtal abstainer and I want to inculcate a horror of alcohol.’
This is tendentious, as opposed to pragmatic, history: the dif-
ference being that in tendentious history the moral has got
i['lside the process of historical thought and has played a deci-
sive part in determining its conclusion.

50. Tendentious history, so understood, is commoner than
might appear at first sight. It is normal where the historian is
personally and immediately attached to one of the parties in
the events he is describing; in this case he may allow his
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attachment quite unconsciously to modify his view of the
facts, and reject evidence that tells against his friends because
he cannot believe that his friends would have done anything so
discreditable; or he may deliberately, in the spirit of an advo-
cate, state his friends' case (or, of course, his own) in a one-
sided way because he knows that others have stated the
opposite case. And this cannot be condemned without con-
demning almost all biography, and certainly all autobiogra-
phy, as historically worthless; and the same applies to histories
of England in which the writer obviously rejoices at her victo-
ries and laments her defeats, takes pride in her glories and
feels shame at her disgraces; or to political histories written by
a member of one party who wishes to explain and justify the
programme for which his party stands; or to a history of the
Reformation written, as we say, from a Protestant or a
Catholic point of view; or the like. But further: where the his-
torian is not personally attached to one of the actors on his
own stage, he may still have an ideal attachment. Thus a mod-
ern democrat may, like Grote, write a history of Greece with
the more or less deliberate purpose of vindicating ancient
democracy and thus, indirectly, glorifying modern democracy;
or a Mommsen may make Julius Caesar his hero because of
his own political predilection for autocratic government. And
we must remember that a Grote without Grote’s political
ideals would never have written a history of Greece at all, still
less the history which we are all thankful to possess. In &
sense, that is true of all historians. All history is tendentious,
and if it were not tendentious nobody would write it. At least,
nobody except bloodless pedants, who mistake the materials of
history for history itself, and think they are historians when
they are only scholars.

51. On the other hand, the ineradicable tendentiousness of
history is, wherever it appears, a vice. T'o succumb to it means
ceasing to be an historian and becoming a barrister; a good
and useful member of society, in his right place, but guilty of
an indictable fraud if he calls himself an historian. And there-
fore, though we all approach history infected with tenden-
tiousness, our actual historical labour must consist largely
overcoming it and purifying ourselves of it, endeavouring to
bring ourselves to a frame of mind which takes no sides and
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rejoices in nothing but the truth. We shall not ever bring our-
selves wholly to this frame of mind, and of that we can be sure
when we see that people like Tacitus and Livy and Gibbon
and Mommsen have never quite done so; but we must go on
trying, and above all never argue, ‘because Mommsen, in the
long run, wrote tendentiously, I will write tendentiously: I
will let myself go and write history as I want it to have heen’.
It is necessary to emphasize that, because at the present time
there are people who argue thus. It is said, and widely
believed, that history has hitherto been written by capitalists,
and from a capitalist point of view. It is time, therefore, to
take it out of their hands and write it deliberately from a prole-
tarian point of view, to construct a history of the world in
order to show the proletariat as the permanently oppressed
hero and the capitalist as the permanent villain and tyrant of
the human drama. This proposal, however strange it may
seem in an Oxford lecture-room, is today a matter of practical
politics; numerous people are acting on it, and are manufac-
turing the literature which it demands. The result is a type of
history somewhat recalling the anti-religious histories of the
eighteenth century—a history inspired by hatred and endeav-
ouring to justify itself by, most anachronistically, projecting
the object of that hatred, by an obsession that partakes of the
nature of madness, into the whole course of human develop-
ment. Similarly, there are anti-Semite histories, representing
all history as a melodrama with the Jew for villain; the late war
produced something like a crop of anti-Teuton histories, and
for a combination of anti-Teutonism and anti-Semitism we
may go to Mr Hilaire Belloc. Of such things I will here say no
more than that anyone with the very faintest spark of histori-
cal consciousness in him will regard them as scientists would
regard a man who, wishing to generate life in the laboratory,
had deliberately refrained from sterilizing his apparatus. Such
persons are the vulgar criminals of history, and with such it is
useless to argue. But it is encouraging to remember that the
anti-religious history of the eighteenth century did after all
produce a Gibbon, warped by the prevailing vices of his gen-
eration, but an historian of the first rank. And I rather suspect
that the next really great history will be an anti-capitalist his-
tory inspired by the mythology of socialism.
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52. Great history, however, is never merely tendentious;
Gibbon was nc mere anti-religious pamphleteer, and though
certainly his anti-religious passion was one of the forces that
moved him to write, the force that sustained him in his work
was sheer devotion to history. Now when the tendentiousness
which, as I have said, is universal among true historians, has
been conquered by the love of truth and impartiality, a new
moral atmosphere is created in the historian’s mind: he now
takes sides not with any one party but with history itself, with
the process of events that has generated all parties alike out of
itself and has reabsorbed them into itself. History, from this
point of view, ceases to be a mclodrarna and becomes a theod-
icy, the only possibly theodicy. The historical process is seen
as an absolute, all-embracing whole within which all conflicts
arise without disintegrating its unity, for its unity alone holds
the conflicting parties face to face in their death-struggle, and
these conflicting parties are nothing but embodiments of the
time-spirit, created by it in order that it may through them
achieve its own concrete, objective existence. The world-spirit
is in history striving to objectify itself perfectly, and to this
end passes through a succession of phases in each of which its
true nature is partly revealed; but in each phase the conflict
between the partial revelation and the unrealized ideal tears
asunder the cbjective world that has been realized, destroys it
in the creation of something new that shall supersede it and
approach more closely to the ideal. Hence the conflict between
Athens and Sparta is not a conflict between right on one side
and wrong on the other; it is properly conceived not as a con-
flict between two forces, but as a conflict within one organism,
namely the Hellenic world. It is a symptom of something
wrong with that organism as a whole, some endemic malady
which, because no cure for it has been found, breaks out in 4
self-destructive rage, the suicide of the civilization on which it
feeds. And the new Hellenistic civilization that arises on the
ruins of the Hellenic survives it because it deserves to survive,
because it has diagnosed the essential malady of its predeces-
sor and has devised a cure for it. Hellenism, in fact, succeeded
because it overcame the political atomism that broke up the
Hellenic world into a plurality of hostile units, and achieved
political coherence, at whatever cost. Rome conquered Hel-
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lenism because Rome, the pupil of Alexander, learnt the les-
son of Hellenism but added to it something more, a toughness
of moral fibre, a force of character, that was lacking in the
vague cosmopolitan culture of the Hellenistic period. Rome
thus combines the city-state of the Hellenic world, its vivid
and inspiring self-consciousness, with the political breadth
and inclusiveness of the Hellenistic; and therefore Augustus
succeeded where Alexander and Pericles had failed. He suc-
ceeded because he deserved to succeed, because he had solved
the problem which they had failed to solve.

53. That is an example of history conceived as theodicy,
Weltgeschichte als Weltgericht. Its fundamental thesis is that
in every struggle—and it conceives all history as a history of
struggles—the winner is he who deserves to win, because he
has broken through the bounds of thought that limit his con-
temporaries and called into play the more potent forces of a
new and superior phase in the world’s history. The fittest sur-
vives; for no one survives except by solving the problems with
which life presents him, and his sclution of these problems is
the accurate measure of his powers. God, said Napoleon, is on
the side of the big battalions; and that is a true expression of
this view of history, so long as we remember that it means no
more than this: in a world where fighting is the rule, the better
man or the better nation shows superiority and therefore fit-
ness to survive either by fighting better than anybody else, or
by finding means to abolish war and set his powers free for
another oceupation.

54. This conception of history has found its classical advo-
cate in Hegel; and it is certainly true that no one has done
more than Hegel to lay down the general lines on which mod-
ern thought in the last hundred years has moved. So much is
that true in this particular case, that I cannot think of any con-
siderable historian or philosopher of modern times who would
not to some extent identify himself with the view I have out-
lined, Even Croce, who is no friend to Hegel’s philosophy of
history, uncompromisingly accepts this essential part of it in
the doctrine which he calls the positivity of history. In history,
says he, there is no such thing as a bad fact, a bad period: the
historical process is not a transition from bad to good (still less
from good to bad) but from good to better; what we call bad
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being nothing but good itself seen in the light of the better,
Hence 1t 18 not the function of the historian to pass judgement,
but to explain; and to explain is always to justify, to show the
rationality of that which is explained; for (he goes on) whereas
the practical consciousness always looks to the future and tries
to bring into existence something better than what now exists,
and therefore always regards the present as bad, whereas it can
regard the past as good simply because it is not real and there-
fore has not to be opposed and improved, the theoretical or his-
torical consciousness, concerned simply with what is, must
regard the present with an impartial eye and must therefore see
in it the outcome of all the past’s endeavour, and therefore bet-
ter than the past. And Croce, equally with Hegel, condemns as
sentimentality the conception of history as (to use Hegel's
words) the shambles in which the happiness of peoples, the wis-
dom of states, and the virtue of individuals have been merci-
lessly sacrificed, and sacrificed for nothing. The terms inh which
Hegel describes this pessimistic view of history make it impos-
sible to charge his own view with a shallow optimism; and
mndeed, if history is to be regarded as a theodicy, the world-
spirit whose ways it justifies is a god no less terrible than just.

55. Such a god hardly requires our attempts to justify him.
And with this reflection we may take our leave both of histori-
cal optimism and of historical pessimism. To say that the
whole course of history has been a continual passage from the
good to the better is true and valuable, if it means that we
must look at history not with a view to criticizing it but with a
view to accepting it and reconciling ourselves to it, not it ta
ourselves. But it is false if it means that we are called upon to
pass moral judgements on its course and at the same time
restricted from passing any but a favourable judgement. We
are not called upon to pass moral judgements at all. Our busi-
ness is simply to face the facts. To say that the Greek victory
at Marathon was a good thing or the Renaissance papacy a bad
thing is simply to indulge in fantasies that impede, instead of
advancing, the course of historical study. The real holocaust of
history is the historian’s holocaust of his emotional and practi-
cal reactions towards the facts that it presents to his gaze,
True history must be absolutely passionless, absolutely devoid
of all judgements of value, of whatever kind.
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§6. This may seem a hard saying, but [ appeal to everyone
who has any experience of historical studies for confirmation
of it. And if we find it difficult to accept, we do so, I think,
because we forget what it is that in historical thought we are
studying. We are studying the past. You will remember that
Huckleberry Finn, when the Widow and Miss Watson under-
took his belated religious education, began by being all in a
sweat about Moses, till Miss Watson let out one day that
Moses had been dead a considerable time: whereupon he lost
interest, because, as he said, he took no stock in dead men.
Now the true historian, like Huckleberry Finn, takes no stock
in dead men. He does not get in a sweat about them, just
because they are dead; he does not do what I suppose Huckle-
berry Finn to have done at first, namely pass moral judge-
ments and take up practical or volitional attitudes towards the
objects of his study. But it is easy to forget that what we are
studying is the past, and to deceive ourselves into thinking
that Athens and Sparta are as real as France and Germany.
When we do this, we feel about them as we feel about France
and Germany, that it is up to us to do something about it, to
decide upon a course of action, or at least to make up our
minds how we should act if opportunity arose to act. It will
not arise; and for that very reason we may take the same kind
of self-deceptive pleasure in making up our minds how we
should act that we take in framing pungent repartees to an
adversary whom we know we shall not meet. We are amusing
ourselves by transplanting ourselves in imagination into a
scene whose very essence, as object of historical thought, is
that we are not in it and never can be in it: and this not only
confuses our historical thinking but squanders in fantasies a
moral energy which it is our duty to devote to the actual prob-
lems of life,

57. At the beginning of these lectures I insisted that the
past, which is the object of historical thought, was not a mass
of stuff existing somewhere though removed from our imme-
diate vision by the passage of time, but consisted of events
which because they have happened are not now happening and
do not in any sense exist at all. The past is in no sense what-
ever actual. It is wholly ideal. And that is why our attitude
towards it is wholly different from our attitude towards the

*—i
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present, which, because it is actual, is the scene of. our practi-
cal activity and the proper subject of our mor?l Jjudgements,
To pass moral judgements on the past is to fall into the falla?y
of imagining that somewhere, be}.nnd_ a veil, tl}e past is still
happening; and when we so imagine it we fall into a kind of
rage of thwarted activity as if the massacre of Corcyra was now
being enacted in the next room and we ought to b.reak open
the door and stop it. To rescue ourselves fmfn this state of
mind we need only realize clearly that these things have been;
they are over; there is nothing to be done a!:out tl'.nem.; the dead
must be left to bury their dead and to praise their virtues and
ent their loss.

lal;l& History, so conceived, may be called a very cold.—bloocled
business, and I may be accused of withdrawing frpm it all that
makes it attractive. I am not afraid of the accusation; I df’ not
think that anyone who can so accuse me is really more inter-
ested in history or more devoted to its study than I am rqyself.
But I may certainly be asked to explain why it is attractive, if
the past can never be known as it actually happen'ed and if we
may not even use it as a catharsis for our emotions and our
moral judgements. The answer is, that hlstm:y 15 ideal; and the
ideal is an abstraction from the actual and exists for the sake of
the actual. _

59. There is, properly speaking, onlj_r one knowablg object,
namely the actual—that which now exists: and every intellec-
tual problem that can possibly be raised properh_( CONCEIns our
knowledge of this one object or complex of objects. And our
knowledge of the actual is inseparable fr.om our own volitional
activity and emotional reaction towards it. The actual, the pre-
sent, is the only possible object of our knowledge, field for our
activity, and stimulus to our feelings, We cannot know the
future, because it is not there to be known; we cannot kn9w
the past, because it is not there to be known. Aqd this explains
at once why it is impossible to know the past as it :.1ctually hap-
pened, and why it is impossible to take up practical or mo-
tional attitudes towards it. Does this, then, prove that history
is an illusion and that to pursue it is folly? No: because t}.mugh
the past has no actual existence, it is an ideal element in thc:
present, and can therefore be studied in the same'general way
and to the same extent to which any abstraction may be

LECTURES ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 405

studied. The present is the past transformed. In knowing the
present, we are knowing that into which the past has changed.
The past has become the present, and therefore if we ask
where the past is to be found in living and concrete actuality,
the answer is, in the present., But whereas the past exists actu-
ally as the present, it exists ideally as the past—as what it was
before it turned into the present. Now all knowledge proceeds
by analysis and synthesis—taking a given whole to pieces,
studying the pieces separately, and putting them together
again. But this process is altogether an ideal process: we do not
really take the whole apart, for it won’t come apart; what we
do is to make ideal distinctions within it and study what we
have so distinguished. And the elements that we have distin-
guished are not real: they are only ideal. It is the object as a
whole that is real; and the real whole is composed of ideal
parts. If this seems difficult, if anyone thinks that a real whole
must be composed of real parts, let him reflect that the quali-
ties into which we analyse any perceptible object—its blue-
ness, its squareness, and so forth—are not real things that can
be picked up and stuck together; they are abstractions, but
abstractions which together do really make up the object.'’

60. The present is composed in this way of two ideal ele-
ments, past and future. The present #s the future of the past,
and the past of the future; it is thus both future and past in a
synthesis that is actual. (Of course, any future time will, when
it cornes, have what is now the present as its past and a further
future as its future: so any moment of time is & synthesis of
past and future; but until it arrives this synthesis is not actual
but only ideal.) The present is generally imagined as a mathe-
matical point between the past and the future; but that is a
false metaphor: for really it is not a point but a world, a com-
plex of events actually going on, and instead of szs being a
mere abstraction, a rmathematical point between two real
extensions, they are mere abstractions and 1t, as actuality, con-

tains both past and future as ideal elements within itself.

% The opposite page contains the following statement: ‘or think of New-
ton's analysis of the moon’s elliptical orbit into (a) a rectilinear falling move-

ment towards the earth (b) a second rectilinear tangential movement—-both
wholly ideal.*
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61. Our knowledge, so called, of the past, is therefore not
knowledge of the past as of an actual object, and therefore not
true knowledge; it is only the reconstruction of an ideal object
in the interests of knowing the present. The purpase of history
is to enable us to know (and therefore to act relatively to) the
present: that is the truth contained in the pragmatic vi.ew of
history. But the knowledge of the past must not bt? miscon-
ceived as knowledge of one object, the past, which when
achieved serves as means to the knowledge of another object,
the present. That is the error of the pragmatic view. The past
and the present are not two objects: the past is an elemc'ant in
the present, and in studying the past we are actu.ally coming to
know the present, not coming to know something else which
will lead us on to know or to manipulate the present.

62. This principle, the ideality of the past, explaiqs both
why we cannot and why we need not know the past as it actu-
ally happened. We cannot, because there is nothing to know;
nothing exists to be studied: there are no past facts except so
far as we reconstruct them in historical thought. And we need
not, because the purpose of history is to grasp the present, and
therefore any past fact which has left no visible traces on the
present is not, need not be, and cannot be a real problf,m to
historical thought. From a purely abstract point of view it
would seem possible to raise the question what was the
favourite wine of the maternal grandfather of the standard-
bearer who jumped ashore from Caesar’s ships on tl-xe coast of
Kent, and it might be made a reproach to the historlan. that he
neither knows nor cares. But the fact is that the historian does
not raise problems at haphazard in this way: they raise them-
selves, and what he has to do is to settle them when they have
done so. And an actual historian when confronted with a prob-
lem of this kind will say, if he troubles to explain hi.s attitude
towards it, ‘that problem hasn’t arisen in my inquiries, and [
shan’t attend to it till it does’. Now this attitude would be cul-
pably subjective if the whole world of past fact were a war.ld

actually existing which it was the historian’s business to d1§-
cover and explore in its entirety; for in that case every fact in
it, being as actual as every other, has an equal _nght to h}s
attention, and to attend to one and not to others is 1ndefen33-
ble. But all historical problems arise within present experi-
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ence, and a problem that does not in any way fit into present
experience and alter our attitude to that is not a genuine prob-
lem but a nonsense problem, as truly a nonsense problem as
the childish puzzle of the irresistible force and the immovable
post, which belongs to the realm of nonsense physics.

63. The ways in which historical problems arise are of vari-
ous kinds whose differences are not altogether without inter-
est. They all have this in common, that they are problems
arising in the attempt to understand what I am and what my
world is. When I ask what I am, I begin recollecting, and
thinking what in my actions and experiences I have shown
myself to be: and in trying to criticize and verify my recollec-
tions I build up a more or less coherent account of what, at
this given moment, I find myself being. This account of
myself is the necessary basis for any action which demands
self-consciousness as part of its conditions. When I ask what
the objective world is, recollection does not help me much; T
must study the world as I now find it and reconstruct its past
not immediately, as I can do in memory in the case of myself,
but inferentially. And in so far as this activity of reconstruct-
ing the past becomes habitual, a new kind of present comes
into being which is related to the past not merely as its conse-
quence or the present metamorphosis of itself but as the delib-
erate and systematic record of it. I refer to such present
realities as conversations about the past, history-books, and so
forth. Now these are part of the present, but they have the
curious double function of being both consequences of the
past (as is everything in the present) and also expressions of
thought concerning the past. They are products of the histori-
¢al consciousness and not merely of consciousness in general,
still less of the world-process in general. And this reveals the
curious fact that the attempt to reconstruct the past ideally,
because it is an activity going on in the present, contributes to
the present a series of objective realities which give rise not
only to a fresh problem of knowledge, but to a problem of a
peculiar kind. History in the primary sense, history of the
first degree, is the ideal reconstruction of the past as such;
history of the second degree is the reconstruction of this
reconstruction. Thus, the primary historical problem arises in
the attempt to answer questions like, What is that ruined

*
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building? What are these curious goings-on that happen at a
coronation? Why are we wearing gowns? The seconc.lary l'_ns-
torical problem arises in the attemnpt to answer questions like,
Why have people expressed such divergent views about the
battle of Marathon? Why does Macaulay say what he does
about the state of the currency in the late seventeenth centl{ry?
and so forth. In the former case the historical problem arises
out of the attempt to understand the world as it. stands. irre-
spectively of the existence of any historians: and if all histori-
ans were guillotined in a revolution and all their books bm.'nt.
it would be these problems that would ensure a speedy revival
of historical studies, In the latter case historians themselves
and their special products are among the elements of the Prob-
lem which interests us; and in this case the probler?'ls of history
may be called academic or artificial problems, which r.leed not
be discussed at all if it was not the fact that they are (.:hscussed.
Hence, if I ask myself what it is in my present experience that
1 hope to elucidate by my historical inquiries, t}}ere are two
kinds of answer: first, that it is something I find in t}.le world
of nature or of human institutions; secondly, that it is some-
thing I have read or heard in my historical studies. This dis-
tinction is of importance because if we say that-t]:-xe purpose of
history is to make the actual world more intelligible and then
have to admit that sorme historical investigations h_elp only_ to
render intelligible the statements of certain his'.conans {(which
we clearly must admit), we seem involved in a c1.rc1(::. Th{: way
out of the circle would seem to lie in distinguishing history
from the history of history. :

64. Hitherto we have assumed that the only functlon of the
history of history was to serve the methodological purpose .uf
clearing the ground for history of the first degree. But once his-
torical thinking is recognized as a necessary activity of the
human mind—and that recognition is achieved when we recog-
nize that the analysis of the present into past and future is a
necessary stage in its comprehension—it follows Fhat the orga-
nization and perpetuation of historical though.t is a necessary
part of the institutions which go to make up cwﬂ:?efi. life, and
therefore the history of history 1s as necessary to c1v1hzed. man
as the historv of war or the history of science. .Wh(.:n history
itself is objectified into libraries and schools of historical learn-

T
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ing, to study in these libraries and schools automatically
becomes an exercise in the history of history, and henceforth it
becomes impossible to say that the problems of history are of
vital interest while those of the history of history are of merely
academic interest. On the contrary, as it becomes clearer that
past fact as such and in its entirety cannot be known, as people
progressively recognize that the only past we can know or need
know is the past that has preserved recognizable traces in the
present, so people must come to see more and more that all
history is really history of history, that in stating what we take
to be past facts we are really only and always recounting and
summarizing our own and other people’s investigations con-
cerning the past. This does not mean that for the statement ‘it
was 5o’ is substituted the statement ‘A thinks it was thus, B
thinks it was thus, C thinks it was thus; I leave the reader to
take his choice’; for that is not resolving history into the history
of history but merely shirking the whole problem. The real
formula will run: ‘A thinks it was thus; B thinks it was thus; C
thinks it was thus; and I, having diligently studied their views
and all other evidence, think it was thus’. Here the history of
history culminates where it ought to culminate, in the present.
For a history that stops short of the present is a truncated his-
tory, a fragment of circumference without a centre.

65. History of the first degree and history of the second
degree are thus the two sides of history itself, the immediate or
objective side in which the mind is turned towards the past
event, and the reflective or subjective side in which it is turned
towards its own attempts to grasp that event: and these two
converge and unite in a present act of thought which is at once
history, ‘it was so’, and history of history ‘I think it was so’.
When we say ‘it was so’, we are in reality talking not about the
past but about the present, because we cannot ever say what
the past in itself truly was, but only what the evidence now at
our disposal enables us to say that it was; and, as we have seen,
it is quite certain that this evidence is always fragmentary and
inadequate. The past which we reconstruct in historical
thought is not the real past (if there were a real past, which
there is not); it is the past that can be disentangled from the
present objective world by the present act of thinking. Hence
the subjective present tense in ‘I think it was so’ ought to be
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balanced by an objective present tense, turning ‘it was so’ into
‘the evidence now to hand indicates that it was so’. And these
two judgements are synonymous. History and the history of
history turn out to be identical. The present or actual reality,
as we find it in and for the historical consciousness, is not a
mere world or a mere mind, but a mind knowing its world or 2
world being known by a mind; and it is impossible for the
mind to know its world without at the same time knowing
itself. This is intended not as a generic statement about all
kinds of cognition, but as a specific statement about historical
thought. No one, for instance,” would wish to maintain that
perception involved as a necessary part of itself the perception
of perception; but we have shown that history does so involve
the history of history.

66. The present, I said, is a concrete reality analysable into
two elements, past and future. I recur to that statement in
order to guard against a possible misconception. It might be
argued that if one of these ideal elements, the past, can be
made the object of historical thought, the future also ought to
be the object of a kind of anticipatory historical thought. Now
clearly this is not the case. Yet ought it not to be the case, on
our view? For we are not in a position to refute it as some peo-
ple would refute it, by pleading that the past is real and the
future unreal. On that view, the present is essentially a
moment of creation, in which things are brought into being
out of nothing: having been created, they stay created, and so
the universe is constantly becoming fuller and fuller of facts.
It never gets positively clogged with facts because it goes on
somehow expanding to make room for them. Now we have
dismissed this idea of the past as a kind of silt or sediment of
facts, on the ground that the past really consists of events that
are not happening, that is to say of unrealities. But we may in
passing point out that the whole idea of a perpetual creative
process which creates without destroying is a sheer confusion
of thought. If the present is conceived as creative, then what it
creates must either be conserved, which means continuing to
be a present reality, or not be conserved, which means passing
by, becoming past and therefore becoming non-existent. But
the conception has at least this merit, that it makes a distinc-
tion of principle between past and future, and does not con-

r
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ceive them as the same kind of thing. And our own contention
that the past and future are both ideal, or abstractions, does
not compel us to hold that they are abstractions of the same
kind. To take a case which we took before: the shape and the
colour of a triangle are abstractions; but it does not follow that
because the science of geometry gives us an a priori account of
its shape, therefore geometry or indeed any other science can
give us an a priori account of its colour.

67. Past and future, then, are heterogeneous: they are not
the same kind of thing, even though they are both ideal. Mr
Bertrand Russell, failing to recognize this and deceived by the
idea of time as a continuous line whose segments are necessar-
ily homogeneous with each other, says that ‘it is a mere acci-
dent that we have no memory of the future; for future events
are just as determined as past, in the sense that they will be
what they will be’, and goes on to say that there is no philo-
sophical reason for scepticism with regard to the claim, which
some people make, to a power of foretelling the future (Qur
Knowledge of the External World; quoted from memory)."!
The answer to this is easy. To call the absence of ‘forward
memory’ a mere accident is to admit that it is a fact and to add
that one’s own philosophy is impotent to give any account of
it; to admit that some people can perhaps foretell the future is
to retract the first admission and to assert that memory of the
future does exist, though rarely; and to leave it an OpEn ques-
tion whether their claims are justified is to confess that they
are not justified, because no one can regard it as an open ques-
tion whether or not we remember the past. Further: because
we remember the past and thus have an immediate awareness
of it, we can build up on this foundation the entire structure of
critical history, which starts from memory but goes far beyond
it, If even a few people really possessed a forward memory or
immediate vision of the future it would be possible to con-
struct on that basis a critical histery of the future, having

'_’ The passage referred to by Collingwood runs as follows: 'Tt is a mere
accident that we have no memory of the future. We might—as in the pre-
tended visions of seers—see future events immediately, in the way in which
we see past events. They certainly will be what they will be, and are in this
sense just as determined as the past’ (Bertrand Russell, Our Knotoledge of the
External Woerld (London, 1914), p. 238).
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methods and results similar in principle to that of the past.
But this cannot be done, and nobody really thinks it can. No
one can fmssibly forecast the course of European history, even
in the next ten years, with anything approaching the certainty
and precision with which even the least competent historian
can reconstruct its course in the last ten or even in the last ten
thousand, We can certainly anticipate the future, but all cur
anticipations are guesses, or mere statements of Wh.at so far as
we can see¢ may happen, whereas our reconstructions of the
past are never guesses, but always statements of what, so far
as we can see, must have happened. And this applies even to
the most systematic and satisfactory of our predictions,
namely the astronomical anticipations which are elaborately
set forth in the Nautical Almanack. These are not cases of
forward-looking history. They are one and all hypo'fhetlcal:
they are statements of what will happen if no disturblng. ele-
ment arises, as it always may arise, to upset our calculations.
But, it may be said, our staternents about the past are hypo-
thetical too: they state what happened subject to the hypothe-
sis that the evidence we possess is reliable. This is, however,
not a true parallel. We reconstruct the past, it is true, only so
far as the present state of things permits us to do so; and we
also forecast the future as far as the present permits us to do
so. But the shortage of evidence and our liability to misinter-
pret it, which affect both kinds of thinking, are a drawback
different in kind from the possibility of disturbing influences,
which is a quite fresh difficulty affecting our forecast of tl}e
future and not our reconstruction of the past. It may be.smd
that an ideally perfect astronomy would be able to m:ndwat:
this difficulty. But we are discussing not what we might be
able to do under ideal (that is, impossible) conditions, bl.!t
what we actually do; and however far astronomy progresses it
will always operate under actual conditions, never under ideal
conditions. .
68. The difference, then, between the past and the futurel =
that the past can be, within the limits imposed by present cir-
cumstances, critically reconstructed as it must have been: the
future, still within the same limits, can only be g}less_erd at or
described in hypothetical propositions, Stating this difference
in logical terms, we get this result: the present is the actual;
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the past is the necessary: the future is the possible. Necessity
and possibility are the two abstract elements which together
make up actuality. The present both may be and must be what
it is; the past must, but cannot, be what it is; the future may,
but need not, be what it is. Hence the past, in spite of its unre-
ality, can be the object of critical and rigorous inferential
thinking, for everything that it contains it contains necessarily,
and there is in the study of it no room for imagination or
caprice or any kind of assertion which cannot Justify itself by
the production of valid reasons. The future, on the other
hand, is the contingent, the indeterminate, that which can
only be described by saying ‘if A happens, then x will follow;
if B happens, then y will follow; but though it may be wise to
assume that A will happen and B will not, we cannot give valid
reasons for the assumption.’ Of course, the future will be what
it will be; but that only means that when it happens it will be
the present, and will have all the actuality of the present, It is
not lying somewhere ready formed, waiting to happen, which
1s what Mr Russell evidently thinks is meant by the phrase it
will be what it will be.

69. The conception of the ideality of the past has further
consequences, When we think of the past as a limitless reser-
voir of facts all existing side by side in a closely-packed mass
and awaiting our inspection, we are bound to distinguish the
actual characteristics which these facts possess in themselves
from the adventitious and subjective characteristics which we
bestow upon them for our own purposes in the course of our
historical labours. Thus, for examnple, we distinguish ancient
history from modern history, and this distinction obviously
inheres not in the facts themselves but in our own point of
view towards them; we regard as modern those facts which we
recognize as continuous with those of the world in which we
live, and as ancient those which belong t0 an order of things
that has by now disappeared. If, then, the past is an actual
object or complex of objects, and if our study of it is an
attempt to apprehend it in its actuality, the distinction
between ancient and modern history must be banished from
our minds as an illusion incidental to our point of view. But if,
as we have seen to be the case, the past is ideal and has being
only as an object of historical thought, its relation to our point
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of view is its very essence, and whatever is necessarily implied
in our point of view is a real and legitimate element in its own
nature. Now the distinction between ancient and modern his-
tory f5 necessarily implied in our point of view towards his-
tory. For the past is that which has turned into the present;
but every past time was a present when it existed, and is now
thought of by the historian as an ideal present, having its own
past; and therefore all historical thought necessarily generates
a distinction between the past and the past of the past. But the
past, or recent past, must have a different character from the
past of the past, or remote past; for the recent past is that
which has turned into the present, and the remote past, if it
had resembled the recent past, would have turned into the
present too, and not, as it actually did, into the recent past.
Hence it follows from the purely logical structure of the time-
series as an ideal construction that there must be a broad gen-
eral difference of character between two parts of history,
modern history, regarded as that which has immediately pro-
duced the present, and ancient history, regarded as that which
produced the recent or modern past and therefore produced
the present mediately. But the subdivision of the past cannot
end here. Within the recent past and the remote past similar
distinctions will reappear, so that these two main periods will
reveal an internal structure reduplicating in principle their
relation to each other. If this search for distinctions were
pushed ad infinitum, the result would be a homogeneous flow
of time-units, each following the one before it and preceding
the one after it; and the events happening at these times would
lose all their special character of ancient, modern and so forth
and would be reduced to a dead-level of pastness. But we can-
not in fact ever push it ad infinitum; we have no time to do so,
and there would be no point in doing so. We are concerned
with history as actually studied by actual historians, not with
the ideal of history as it would be studied by a calculating-
machine. For a calculating-rmachine, there would be no neces-
sity to bring the past into relation with the present; and
therefore a calculating-machine would not need to divide up
the past according as its relation to the present was immediate
or mediate. But then, the past is only ideal; it is only generated
by historical thought in order to bring it into relation with the

T
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present; and therefore, where this need has vanished, the past
has vanished too.'?

70. So long, therefore, as we think of the past at all, we must
think of it as possessing that kind of determinate structure
which consists in a sequence of more or less clearly-defined
periods having characteristics of their own and each possessing
precisely those characteristics which would necessitate their
turning into the next, and so on. We must, that is to
say, find in history a pattern or scheme which makes it a self-
contained and logically-articulated whole, And we can deter-
mine this structure @ priori. The actuality of history is the
present; its ideality is the past; and the past is either recent or
remote according as we conceive it as turning directly or indi-
rectly into the present. Now that which turns into something
else is by definition not that something; hence the recent past is
always conceived as different from the present, a contrast with
it, but a contrast of such a kind as to necessitate a change into
that with which it js a contrast. The recent past, therefore, is
necessarily conceived as a state of things in unstable equilib-
rium, containing within itself the seeds of change into its own
opposite. And every period, as the recent past of that which is
to follow it, must be conceived in this general way. But when it
is said that every period changes into its own opposite, this does
not mean that history is an alternation of A, not-A, A, not-A,
and so on ad infinitum. If that were so, the present would have
happened already an infinite number of times; and this is
absurd, because the present is what is happening now, and it
cannot also have happened in the past. Ancient and modern are

? On the opposite page Collingwood later wrote the following notes:
‘Problem of Historical Phases and Cycles, Theological, Metaphysical, Posi-
tive (Comte), Organic and Critical (recurring) St Simon. Platonic Cycle—
36,000 solar years. Aristotle agrees. “This doctrine of recurrence is not
popular today: but whether we like it or not, no other view of the macrocosm
1t even tenable.” Inge, Outspoken Essays IT 160. (he means, physically speak-
ing.) Goethe quoted as a believer in cycles, but he is vague,

Cycle versus progress—theme of Inge's superficiel lecture. He holds with
cyeles and denies progress.

Cycle theory cannot be taken literally. The present is now only: it must be
somehow distinct from all its opposite numbers in the past, even if in some
ways indistinguishable. Qtherwise we would not be able to use a plural of the
word cycle,’
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opposites which together make up the past, and past and pre-
sent are opposites; thus when the recent or modern past
changes into the present what happens is not that the modern
has changed into its own opposite, which would be the
ancient, but that modern and ancient together, the past as a
whole, has changed into its opposite. Hence the formula for
the structure of history is that A changes into its opposite not-
A, and the complex period composed of A and not-A together
changes into a new period B, which is its opposite. Every
period is thus the opposite of all that has gone before, not
merely of its last phase; which is self-evident, for the present is
the opposite not of the immediate past but of the past.’®

This formula gives the necessary structure of all historical
narrative. So far as the narrative shows this formula, so far it is
well-written, well-thought out, intelligible as history. And
where this pattern is not visible we have not history at all, but

'3 Page ti5 ends here in the manuscript. Inserted—between p. 65 and p.
66—at a later date is a separate page with the heading ‘insert after 6.5 [sum-
mary of what 1 said on this in 1927]', which reads as follows: *All history is
divided into ancient and modern in this way. It is not a distinction express-
ible in vears; the idea of stating a date at which ancient history enda-and
modern history begins is absurd, It is a distinction inherent in the historian's
point of view, However wide or however narrow his chronological range,
whether he embraces a period of 10 or 100 or 100,00 years in his backward
view, he necessarily discriminates within this view a past {modem h_istory)
and a past of the past (ancient history). And the past will always be his own
opposite, the past of the past the opposite of his own opposite and theref(_)re
at bottom akin to or somehow felt as identical with himself. A culture which
feels the Victorian Age as its own immediate past, and theref?re repulsive,
feels the previctorian age (perhaps the 18th century) ay akin to 1tseltf: i.ts C.UI'
tural history only goes back as far as that; if it went further, the distinction
between ancient and modern would fall in a different place. Nustalgia for the
ancient has here its logical basis and is inevitable, —Golden Ages, sense of the
heroic character of origins (felt as heroic because they are felt as origing i
ancient), returns to paganism, etc.. are ail based on the fact that history 1s &
cyecle; not a series of cycles, but one cycle, therefore the past, however mu_ch
or little of it we know, necessarily appearing to us as one vast cyclé with a sin-
gle thythm of ancient—modern~present. Yet within this cycle, the primary
cvele, we can find an infinity of epicycles at any point on its circumference,
because any point we take becomes an ideal present and therefore acquires an
ideal history—modem history and ancient history—of its own. But the_se
epicycles shift and change as we move our microscope over the field of his-
tory: they are all &yduiouara és 10 mapaypijpae—the great cycle of all
known history is a ke €5 dei.

LECTURES ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 417

at best a mass of chronological detail or other material out of
which history is to be constructed.

71. But having deduced the formula, we must make a few
observations on it. Just as you cannot think scientifically by
taking any kind of stuff that passes itself off as thought and
forcing it into the shape of a syllogism, so you cannot think
historically by playing games with any formulae, however
good they are. The formula which we have laid down is to be
found growing wild in all historical narrative; where it does
not grow of itself, it cannot be introduced; and in stating it we
are not (God forbid) suggesting to historians that they should
import it forcibly into their work, or bang it out with one fin-
ger as a bad pianist bangs out the theme of a fugue. Further:
this formula will not help anyone to determine any historical
fact, Historical facts cannot be deduced from formulae like the
fourth term in a rule-of-three sum; that is just the difference
between history and mathematics. Unless you have evidence
in your hand and the skill to interpret it, you cannot move &
step in historical thought; and if you know anything about his-
tory, you will not try. It is idle to protest that a formula like
this involves an attempt to construct history a priori instead of
by legitimate historical methods. You might as well argue that
any statement of the principles of logic involves an attempt to
construct science a priori instead of by observation and experi-
ment. Anyone who feels that a formula of this kind is an
offence to his sensitive historical conscience is merely confess-
ing his inability to understand its meaning.

72, It is well known that Hegel discovered the presence of
this structure in all history, and that his exposition of it has
been generally rejected as unsatisfactory. The reasons for this
rejection are, I think, wholly bound up with the positivistic
view of history as a crude lump or magma of existing fact, a
real and therefore structureless past whose elements can be
studied by the historian but not, without a dangerous conces-
sion to subjectivity, arranged in any kind of pattern. This the-
ory of the real past underlies, so far as I can see, all the
objections to Hegel’s main idea. Thus, it is pointed out that
Hegel succeeded in arranging the past quite neatly according
to his formula although his historical knowledge was, com-
pared to ours, very small; and because his facts were so incom-




418 LECTURES ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

plete his pattern ought to have showed gaps, which it flid not
do. But to argue thus is to forget that Hegel was talking not
about the past as known to us but about the past as known to
him; and that because the past is altogether ideal, Hegel hat.i a
perfect right to treat his knowledge of the past as exhausting
what there was to know. Again, it is pointed out that Hegel
deliberately left outside his pattern the history of the Far East
and indeed all history except that of Europe and the near East;
and this is held to show that, in order to make his pattern
work, he had to restrict it to a quite small portion of history at
large. But this is to forget that the pattern is a telescope-
pattern, and goes on in any direction as far as you choose to
take it; Hegel was devoting one course of lectures to the sul.)-
ject, and bit off as much of history as he thought he could, in
the time, profitably chew. I do not deny that Hegel does rather
thump out the theme of his fugue; and I wish he ha?d spent
more time on explaining what it was that he was doing, and
less on doing it; but to wish that is only to wish that he had
written for our generation instead of his own.

73. To speak of the past as presenting a definite pattern
implies not only that it has a necessary structure, but that th;s
structure culminates in or centres round the present; and this
means that the past is conceived as existing for the purpose of
leading up to the present, to be the means of which the present
is the end. It is certainly the case that when we think of tbe
past we do all of us tend so to think of it; we think, even whl_le
we blame ourselves for our ridiculous egotism in thinking 1t,
that the whole past has been so ordered by some providence as
to create for us a world in which to live. If the past is real, tllaia
is obviously an illusion, for it exists not for our sake but fo.r its
own. But if the past is ideal, we are right to think o‘f it as
informed by a providential purpose: for this purpose is pre-
cisely our own purpose; it is we who create the past in order
that we may understand the present, and therefore.lt is troe,
though not in the sense in which we naively believe it, that th_e
present is the goal of all past history. Similarly tl}e future, if
we could tell what it would be, would be necessarily regarded

as the goal of the present; but it cannot be so regarded because:

we cannot tell what it will be. .
74. Another question that is answered by the conception of
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the ideality of the past is the question of the possibility of uni-
versal history in the sense of a history of the world. With
regard to this question the theory of the past as real lands us in
an unpleasant dilemma. The business of the historian is to
ascertain past fact; his business is not done until he has ascer-
tained the whole of it. But past fact is infinite in amount and in
complexity; and however much of it the historian discovers,
the infinite quantity that remains to be discovered is undimin-
ished. And this becomes even worse when, as every historian
must do, he recognizes that no historical fact can be truly
ascertained until we have ascertained its relations with its con-
text, The so-called theory of external relations, which lays
down that the relations subsisting between A and B are irrele-
vant to the essential nature both of A and of B, is a true
account of the relations that are found in mathematics, but a
wholly false account of those that are found in history. It is
absolutely impossible to say anything at all about any histori-
cal event, even its date, which is the most abstract thing you
can say about it, except in relation to other events; and all his-
tory consists of nothing whatever but narrative, which is not
an enumeration of distinct events but a statement of their rela-
tions or articulations. Hence the presence of an uninvestigated
context infects with uncertainty and misconception that part
of history that has been investigated: a truth which is familiar
to every historical student who has got beyond the schoolroom
stage. Now if all past facts are real, and exist in a solid block
for us to study, the number that can be ascertained is infinitely
outweighed by those on which we can get no evidence what-

ever, and therefore our historical knowledge, however far we

push it, remains not only infinitely short of completion but,

even within its narrow compass, infinitely short of certainty,

Hence the dilemma, that either the historian must know the

whale past, which he can never do because to know it consists

in enumerating an infinity of facts, or he must only know a

part of it, which he can never do because his knowledge of the

part is vitiated by his ignorance of the whole. If he aspires to

write the history of the world, the result will be a merely ludi-

crous assemblage of facts chosen at haphazard, getting scantier

and scantier as the history becomes more and more remote

till at last it fails entirely and is bolstered up by vague
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speculations concerning the origins of man, of life, of the
earth: no more a history of the world than the Golden Treasury
is English literature. But if he aspires to write a mon_ograph on
the Peasants’ Revolt he is no better off, for not only is tht_zre an
infinity of facts conceming the Peasants’ Revolt that simply
cannot now be discovered, but even if they could, the Pea_s—
ants’ Revolt would remain unintelligible when torn from its
contexi in the history of the world. . B
What, then, ought we to aim at doing_—to widen our histori-
cal knowledge or to deepen it? Both, if the' past is real, are
futile. But if the past is ideal, both are possible, and possible
T.
tog';:fh:;ll history is an attempt to un.derstanc! the present b_y
reconstructing its determining conditions. It is clear that this
is an endless task, not because its conditions are a regress ?f
efficient causes which, however far back we trace them, still
hang in the air at the further extremltsf, but bec-ause the pre-
sent is a concrete reality and therefore inexhaustible by .anal){-
sis. When we have analysed it as far as we can, tl'}e resnd.ue is
not outside our grasp; it is here and now, it is immediately
present to us as actual fact; unanalysed and uncomprehended,
but not unperceived. Hence, when we hgve traced the course
of history back into the remotest past which our plurnm.et can
sound, and find ourselves compelled to call that the beg.mnmhg
of history; and when the question is raised, ‘how did this
beginning happen, and what right have you to assume at Fhe
very start of your history, as you must do, ’the world as a going
concern?’ the answer is ‘what ] am assuming as the presuppo-
sition of my history is precisely that part of ‘the world, as ‘I
now find it, of whose historical origin I can give no account’.
Thus, the saying that nature has no history means that nature
is our name for that whose origin we have not hlthel‘-to beefn
able to trace, and therefore it 1s a prasuppositlorf of history in
the sense in which a hitherto unsolved problem is the presup-
position of any attempt to solve it. The present world, as w?
apprehend it in perception, is the starting-point of Iystm:y.
history attempts to explain this present world by tracing its
origins; that part of it whose origins we cannot trace remains
unexplained, is left on our hands at the end of tl.le inquiry, and
is therefore posited at the opening of our narrative. All history
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is therefore universal history in the sense that it is an attempt
to give an account, as complete as possible, of the present
world; but because the present world is inexhaustible in its
content, the account can never be complete and all history has
to begin somewhere, to take something for granted, to special-
ize on some particular problem to the exclusion of others.
Every history is in fact an historical monograph, a discussion
of a limited historical problem: and this is true even of so-
called histories of the world, which are always written from
some particular point of view and deal with some particular
subject or group of subjects to the exclusion of others; but
because the writer of a history of the world is apt to deceive
himself into thinking that there is such a thing as history as a
whole, and that he is simply relating the whole of it, his sub-
ject and purpose are apt to be insufficiently or mistakenly
defined in his own thought, and the result is apt to be a dis-
jointed series of amateurish monographs, each an object of
ridicule to a person who has patiently inquired into the prob-
lems it presents. But a genuine and competent historical
monograph is really a universal history or history of t™-e world,
in the sense that its writer has been driven te write it by the
way in which the world now presents itself to him. Among the
mass of things which present themselves to his gaze and com-
pete for his attention there is one thing which stands out as
especially demanding that he, and very likely nobody else,
should try to understand it: partly because it is a matter of
general importance to the world that it should be understood,
partly because his special temperament and training make him
the right man to investigate it. If the first motive alone is oper-
ative, his work will be valuable on account of its popularity,
but deficient in skill; if the second, it will be a good piece of
work in itself but of mainly academic interest, But in either
case, he is tackling the problem of understanding the present
world at the point where, for him, its centre of intelligibility
lies. And therefore his work will be a real history of the world
as being the history of that part of the world whose history is
for him, here and now, capable of being written. There is
therefore no real conflict between the idea of & history of the
world and that of a discussion of some special historical prob-
lem. Because the past is ideal, the history which we, to the best
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of our ability, investigate, is all the history there is. And this
does not mean that when we have written our monograph we
have exhausted all the history there is; for, unless we are very
bad historians, the monograph itself will create for us a whole
crop of new historical problems.

76. I have spoken of historical books and monographs as if
such things were the chief outcome of historical thought; and
this may suggest that history is mainly the concern of profes-
sional persons called historians. That is the last suggestion
that I should wish to make. History is nothing but the attempt
to understand the present by analysing it into its logical com-
ponents of necessity, or the past, and possibility, or the future;
and this is an attempt that is made by everybody and at all
times. Nobody ever attempts to do a job of plumbing or to
ride a motor bicycle without historically reconstructing the
preconditions of the situation with which he is faced, and
there is no difference in principle, only a difference in degree,
between the historical thinking done by a bricklayer in the
exercise of his craft and that done by a Gibbon or a Grote.
The problem is the same, the categories of thought involved
are the same, and the solution is the same. History is one of
the necessary and transcendental modes of mind’s activity,
and the common property of all minds.

77- In conclusion, I may be expected to say something of the
relation between history and philosophy. In a very real sense
they are and must be the same. For their problem is the same.
There is and can be only one problem for any conceivable
kind of thought—the problem of understanding reality, of dis-
covering what the world is. And there is only one world,
namely that which actually exists, This world is present in the
immediacy of sensation to every mind, and in that immediacy
it presents itself as that which is not yet understood, the proh-
lem, the eternal Sphinx which in its visible bodily presence
confronts the eternal Oedipus of mind, bidding it sclve the
riddle or perish. And this riddle is not only presented to the
civilized and educated man; it presents itself with at least
equal urgency to the child, the savage, and the lunatic. Nor is
its solution a matter of disinterested intellectual satisfaction; it
is a wholly practical matter, and failure means suffering, dis-
ease, misery, and death. For it is certainly true that if we could
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fully understand the world we should be as gods, enjoying an
immortal blessedness. As men, we understand it by various
expedients to this extent, that we can tame the Sphinx for a
time, make it fetch and carry for us, call it by its name and
compel it to obey us. But sooner or later our understanding of
it breaks down, and it frees itself from our grasp and stands
over against us once more with the menace of its immediate
sensible externality, and that is death. This is the law under
which every man lives.

Now our struggle to understand the world is carried on by
various devices of our own invention, worked out by us in our
struggle for existence. Of these devices we can distinguish a
few which are so universal, so inevitable, that we can hardly
help ascribing them to causes that are permanently operative.
Those which, for my own part, I find to be thus universal are
what we call art, religion, and thought. By art I understand
the creation of an imaginary world within ourselves, intelligi-
ble just because we create it and find it in the act of creating it
transparent to our own eyes, This world is the world of
beauty, and its function is to practise our mental powers, as it
were in a self-imposed athletic exercise, for grappling with the
real world that lies beyond it. And this it truly does; but it
only brings us to the threshold of the real problem. By religion
I understand the realization that what we have imagined in art
is a symbol or shadow of the real, and that therefore the real
world is at bottom akin to the world of art—a world that has a
creative spirit at its core and is peopled by beings that exist
only in and for that spirit’s consciousness. And here, too, we
have made progress and advanced towards the solution of our
problem; but we have not achieved it: for our conception of
this creative spirit is only a dim and oblique vision, distorted
by the mists of the imaginative symbols that express it. By
thought I understand the direct approach to reality as it really
15, a setting aside of the imaginary and symbolic and a grap-
pling with the substance instead of the shadow, But here again
I find permanent and necessary distinctions. The first, sim-
plest, and least adequate form of thought is that in which we
truly grasp real properties of the real, but try to understand
these by taking them singly, in abstraction from the rest, hop-
ing that each, just because it is a fair sample of the real world,
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will reveal the secret of the real world. And so, in a sense, it
does; but the secret has now been broken up into small
change, and we are offered instead an endless plurality of
secrets, all genuine, all valuable, but all leaving untouched the
central secret, which is the bond that holds them together.
This way of thought I call science. The second way is to
analyse the real into elements, but to recognize that these ele-
ments are ideal, and not to think that they contain the secret of
the world in themselves, but that they show the why of things
in abstraction from their actual existence. This is history. His-
tory understands, as science does not, that the abstract is
merely ideal and not real: for while science thinks that its sub-
stances and attributes are real and knowable, history under-
stands that its past events are past, are ideal, and that the
present, the actual, is analysable not into real parts but only
nto ideal parts. But history tries to understand the real by
analysing it into ideals, and the concrete cannot be exhausted
by analysing it into abstractions; hence, however far history
goes, it always leaves a residue of immediacy, of unanalysed
and uncomprehended actuality. Philosophy is that form of
thought which makes it its business to overcome all abstrac-
tions, whether the real abstraction of science or the ideal
abstraction of history, and to see the abstract only in its place
in the concrete. It is thus the only form of thought which even
attempts to apprehend reality as it really is, in its entirety,
instead of confining itself to the apprehension of something
else, something which it has itself created and substituted for
reality as an object of study. Hence philosophy goes a step fur-
ther than history towards answering the riddle of knowledge.
But of all other forms of thought, history is that which stands
nearest to philosophy and most shares its spirit. Most of the
difficulties which people find in studying philosophy are due
to the fact that they have been accustomed to practise them-
selves in science and in no other form of thought; and these
difficulties would be almost wholly overcome if they ap-
proached philosophy after a thorough training in history. But
philosophy is nothing at all without a constant fertilization
from all the forms of consciousness that I have enumerated. It
has its own problems and its own methods, and demands a
very rigorous and conscientious training—more so, in fact,
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than any other form of mental labour; but without a supply of
material from the immediate world of experience philosophy
collapses into a mere bag of tricks. This material, originally
supplied from crude sensation, reaches philosophy as progres-
sively transformed by the work of art, religion, science, and
history, And therefore history is the immediate and direct
source of all philosophical problems. Destroy history, and you
destroy the nourishment on which philosophy feeds; foster
and develop a sound historical consciousness, and you have
under your hand all, except its own methods, that philosophy
needs. All philosophy is the philosophy of history.




OUTLINES OF A PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY
(1928)"
PREFACE

THI1s essay deals with what appear to the writer the most
important questions in the theory of history. They are
arranged under four heads, which, out of compliment to the
Kantian critiques, are called Quality, Quantity, Relation, and
Modality. Under Quality, the question is raised whether his-
tory is real, and if so in what sense; and the answer to this
question is the conception hereinafter called the ideality of
history. This comes first because it is fundamental: all the
other questions raised are solved by reference to it or deduced
from it. Under Quantity, the question raised is that of univer-
sality wersus particularity: the question whether history is
properly conceived as a single universal world-history, or a
plurality of particular histories. The answer is that, from the
point of view of the ideality of history, the distinction disap-
pears: and we are left with the conception of historical thought
as the attempt to solve an historical problem, which is particu-
lar because it is always a fresh and different problem, but uni-
versal because, being the only problem in the historian’s
mind, it is for him, at the moment, the only historical problem
there is. Under Relation, the question raised is that of the
inner structure of historical fact. Granted the conception of
the monograph in its universality and particularity, already
arrived at under Quantity, we now find that the first condition
of such a monograph is unity of subject; the second is orderly
sequence of events; and the third is the completeness with
which the events expound the subject, so as to form a com-
plete whole of reciprocally explanatory parts. From this point
of view it is possible to explain the precise meaning of
progress. Under Modality, the question of the certainty or
fogical status of history is dealt with. Granted the ideality of
history, the scepticism which denies the scientific value of

The source document can be found in the Bodleisn Library Collingwood
Papers, dep. 12.
' On the title-page is written 'April 1928°.
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history can be conclusively answered: and we can show how,
by the empirical methodology of archaeological science and
the pure methodology of philosophy, the historian is enabled,
not indeed to ‘know’ the past as it actually happened, which he
neither can do nor wants to do, but to solve with accuracy and
certainty the particular historical problems which present
themselves to his mind, in terms of the evidence at his dis-
posal.

The whole essay is, as it stands, a skeleton or sketch of what
might be more easily written at greater length, with illustra-
tions, criticisms, and alternative statements inserted. In its
present form it is certain to mislead a reader, because its argu-
ment appears to rest on a single point—the ideality of his-
tory—and to be developed deductively from that. 'The reader
who wants to destroy the argument will therefore naturally
concentrate his attention on the ideality of history and try to
undermine that proposition, thinking that when it falls the
whole argument will fall with it. But he will be mistaken, The
various points made in the course of the argument are in point
of fact observations made in the course of historical studies
pursued with a special eye to problems of method. Not one of
them has been reached deductively from the conception of the
ideality of history. On the contrary, the idea of considering
them in the light of that conception only accurred to the
writer very late in the day, after most of them had been long
familiar to him as the fruits of experience in historical
research. Therefore, when they are set out as they are here, in
the form of a single chain of argument, the reader is asked to
remerber that the position of each link in the chain is guaran-
teed not simply by its relation to the first link but by cross-
bearings from experience of historical inquiry. The principle
of the ideality of history is not the ground of the objections
brought, in the second section, against the conceptions of
merely universal and merely particular history; those are
objections whose force is obvious to anyone who will think
them over, and is already familiar to all thoughtful historians;
all that the principle of the ideality of history can do in this
case, is to provide a point of view from which these objections
may be answered and the ordinary procedure of historians
vindicated.
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In adopting the four Kantian headings, the writer no doubt
courts hostility by seeming to endorse the architectonic
pedantries of a bygone day. It is thought nowadays that any
system is worse than no system, and that the attempt to
arrange a series of problems in their natural order, instead of
merely putting them down in the order in which they occurred
to the writer's mind, is a mark not only of pedantry but of a
barren mind. But perhaps current fashion goes a little too far
in its reaction against systems. Certainly no system is more
than a temporary resting-place for thought, the momentary
crystallization of something that will dissolve again very soon;
and certainly, no system can wholly satisfy any two minds, any
more than it can wholly satisfy the same mind at different
times. But if anyone takes this for an argument against sys-
ternatic thinking, he ought to be reminded of the servant who
refused to clean his master’s boots because they would be
dirty again next day. To think systematically means to think in
a clear and tidy manner, to cast up one's accounts in the busi-
ness of thinking so as to show where one stands and how one’s
trade is going. A statement of accounts is not intended to
describe the state of one’s business for ever; still less to act as a
substitute for the daily work of the shop; but a person who
refrains from casting up his accounts because of these facts is
merely showing that he does not understand business, and
incidentally providing his neighbours with an excellent reason
for not giving him credit. In the same way a philosopher who,
out of deference to the rapid advance of his own thought,
refrains from the attempt to express what he now thinks in a
systematic form, gives his neighbours reason to believe that
what is going on in his mind is not an advance—which must
be an advance from somewhere definite to somewhere else—
but a confusion. Some system, then, is necessary wherever 3
statemnent is made: and for the present purpose, the old four-
fold distinction of Quality, Quantity, Relation, and Modality
has proved a convenient form for the materials demanding
expression,

One problem which the reader might expect to be formally
discussed at the outset has been left wholly on one side: that of
the relation between history a parte subjecti, historical
thought, and history a parte objecti, historical fact. Implicitly,
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this problem is discussed and solved by the doctrine of the
ideality of history: for that doctrine lays it down that historical
fact, as known to the historian, is essentially relative to the
thought that knows it. But it may be proper in this preface to
consider a certain aspect of this problem: namely the question
whether the philosophy of history is a theory of historical
thinking or a theory of historical fact; in other words, whether
it is methodological or metaphysical in its purpose.

The philosophy of history, in the eighteenth-century sense
of the phrase, was a metaphysical philosophy. It attempted to
construct a theory of the nature and structure of historical
fact, and to show that this, regarded as a special kind of reality,
had special characteristics, contained in itself special kinds of
sequence, recurrence, or progress, and the like. Even in the
hands of Hegel, the last great exponent—and by far the most
profound—of the old conception, the metaphysical aspect of
the philosophy of history remained uppermost, and in his suc-
cessors, such as Comte and Marx and Spencer, the idea of a
metaphysical philosophy of history reigned unopposed.

It was not until the turn of the century that this idea was
destroved. Before that, the conception of a philosophical the-
ory of historical thought, as a special branch of logic or theory
of knowledge, had already made considerable progress; but it
was not until Croce’s work on the subject that the metaphysi-
cal philosophy of history was systematically replaced by the
methodological. This was the first really decisive step forward
that the philosophy of history had made since Hegel.

But when the methodological view of the philosophy of his-
tory is combined with the doctrine of the ideality of history,
all objection to a metaphysical philosophy of history vanishes.
For the necessary forms and conditions of historical thought
are now seen to determine the necessary forms and conditions
of its object. Everything that is said about history a parte sub-
jecti ¢an therefore be repeated, mutatis mutandis, about history
a parte objectt.

This is the point of view adopted in the present essay. T'he
gulf which, on an empiricist or positivistic philosophy, sepa-
rates historical thought from historical fact, has disappeared.
Historical thought and its object are seen to be inseparable,
the latter having only an ideal existence in and for the former;
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and therefore a methodological theory of the necessary forms
of historical thought is also a metaphysical theory of the neces-
sary forms of historical fact.?

> The preface ends with: ‘April 1928. Le Martouret, Die, Drt?'lme.'. Le
Martouret is the name of a country-house, near the little town of Ple. in tl.le
department Drome, in south-east France. It is referred to by Collingwood in
his Autobiography, p. 107.
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INTRODUCTORY LECTURE?

1. The phrase Philosophy of History, in the title of these lec-
tures, is used in a sense analogous to that of the phrases phi-
losophy of art, philosophy of religion. In these cases the
expression means that art or religion is a specific form of
human activity, a specific form of knowledge or conduct or
both, which for some reason deserves or demands special
study by philosophers.

For what reason? The answer is, that art or religion is a uni-
versal and necessary form of human activity: not an accidental
or opticnal form, which may in certain circumstances be dis-
pensed with, but a form which is and must be present
throughout the range of human experience. If one thinks that
art (e.g.) is in this sense universal and necessary; if one thinks
that every human being at every moment of his conscious life
Is an artist, and that the artistic activity is among the essential
constituents of our experience, then one thinks that there is or
ought to be a philosophy of art, that is, a philosophical science
dealing with human experience as a whole considered in this
aesthetic aspect.

On the other hand, if one thinks that art is not in this sense
universal and necessary: if one thinks that some people are
artists and others not, and that those who are artists are artists
al certain times and not at others, then one thinks that there is
and can be no philosophy of art but only an empirical or psy-
chological science of art as a particular contingent type of
experience. .

Now there is.oné sense in which art really is a universal and
necessary element in all experience, a sense in which we are all
and always artists. This is the most profound and true mean-
ing of the word art. And in this sense the science of art is a
philosophical science. But there is also a sense—a relatively
shallow and unimportant sense—in which some people are
artists and others not: and in this sense there is room for an
empirical or psychological science of art side by side with the
philosophy of art. Similarly, there is a sense of the word reli-
gion in which religion is coextensive with human experience,

? In the manuscript is added: ‘May 1-1928°.
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of which it forms a universal and necessary element: a sense in
which everyone has a religion. In that sense, the science f’f
religion is a philosophical science. But there is also a sense in
which we speak of a person as abandoning all religion, bf:m‘g
irreligious, having no religious feelings, and so forth: this is
the empirical sense of the word religion, and in this sense .the
science of religion is an empirical science, a psychologlctal
study of the varieties and idiosyncrasies of religious experi-
ence.

'The philosophy of religion or art, then, means the theory of
religion or art regarded as universal and necessary form.s,
aspects, or constituents of human experience. Similarly, in
these lectures, the philosophy of history means the theory of
history as a necessary form of human experience: a thing not
peculiar to certain persons called historians, but common to
all thinking beings at all times.

2. It is necessary to make this clear at the outset because the
phrase has long been used in a different sense. It came_into use
in the eighteenth century, and was first used by Voltaire; after
him it was taken up by numerous writers of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, and in the mouths of all these
writers it had a meaning quite other than that which I have
defined. :

Voltaire was anxious to give a new direction to historical
studies. Before his tirne they had devoted their attention in
part to the uncritical and credulous repetition of impro.bable
stories concerning remote antiquity, in part to the narration of
military affairs and the biographies of kings and queens. He
wished to jettison the greater part of ancient history, on the
ground that it consisted of old wives’ tales which no enlight-
ened and critical mind could believe: and to concentrate the
attention of historians upon the history of arts and crafts,
manners and customs, and what we should call social and eco-
nomic questions. To this reforrned history he gave the name
of the philosophy of history: where philosophy only _meant
systematic and critical thinking. By using the word in this
sense he meant that history, so treated, would become in the
wide sense of the word a science: a subject worthy of the atten-
tion and credence of minds trained in accurate and methodical
thought.
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Voltaire’s lead was followed. Ancient history was not indeed
abolished but it was drastically revised by a succession of writ-
ers who brought to it a new standard of criticism and a new
insistence on the scientific study of evidence; and modern his-
tory was at the same time decisively turned towards social and
economic questions. Thus history did undergo the change
which Voltaire demanded, and all modern historical study is
what he called the philosophy of history. But to call it by that
name would involve retaining a long obsolete sense of the term
philosophy, and moreover laying an exaggerated stress on the
resemblances between the methods of critical history and
those of natural science, or philosophy in Newton’s sense of
the word.

Subsequent writers, adopting Voltaire’s phrase, gave it a
slightly new sense. Kant did not use the phrase, but he wrote
a remarkable essay called ‘An idea of a universal history from a
cosmopolitan point of view’, in which he maintained that
human history as a whole could be seen as a gradual develop-
ment and realization of the conception of citizenship: that is,
as a progressive development of political institutions and orga-
nization. Here we have Voltaire's idea of history as the history
of social life, applied to the whole extent of human history.
Kant's successors, notably Schlegel, applied to this idea the
name philosophy of history. Thus in post-Kantian Germany
the phrase philosophy of history became the regular name for
universal history regarded as the history of human progress.
The most famous attempt at such a reading of universal his-
tory is Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of history.

Kant had pointed out that any such attempt—which he
himself modestly refused to make—demanded two qualifica-
tions: a philosophical head, and a great store of historical
learning. Obviously, the task of writing a history of the world
demands the latter qualification; and the task of envisaging
this history as one of progress demands a philosophical head
because it cannot be carried out except by a person who is
willing to think out very clearly what progress means and what
relation there is between various values which are realized in
various phases of historical development. Both qualifications
were possessed in an eminent degree by the great German
philosophers of history, notably Hegel himself; and though
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their works meet with little favour nowada-ys, they. did an
immense service to the advancement of historical studies. The
reason why they are out of favour today is paftly because his-
torical knowledge has advanced enormously in the last hun-
dred vears and their facts are out of date‘: partly because-we
realize that history is too complicated a thing to be expressible
in the form of a single chain of continuous progress. But the
attempt so to express it proceeded from a_s:ound alznd thor-
oughly historical motive, namely the recognition oi: history as
a continuous whole, in which everything is mgl‘nﬁcant and
everything worthy of study: and this -is why the influence }?f
these philosophers of history on historical thought was, on the
ighly beneficial. .

w}:.)l?l,":ilsg le);ves the phrase vacant and unqccupled by any
idea; and at the same time a new idt.ra h:-.xs arisen, namely tl}e
idea of a philosophical science of historical thought. In this
sense, therefore, the phrase is here used. _

A philosophy of history in this sense will have two aspects
which are so closely intertwined that we ne_ed not try to keep
them separate. History means both a special kmd. of knmla:l-
edge, and a special kind of obje.ct,‘the proper ob_!ect_ of that
knowledge. History a parte subjecti means the thmkmg thgt
goes on in the historian’s mind and is reported upon in his
writings; history a parte obfecti means the facts of events gbout
which he thinks, and whose nature, so far as he dlscpvers l.t’ he
expounds. Now the philosophy of history in the .old Voltairean
and Hegelian sense is concerned only w:th- }-11_smry a parte
objecti. It does not study the processes or activities of the his-
torian’s mind: its object is historical fact. or th_e sequence (?f
historical events. But the philosophy of- hlstory‘m our sense is
concerned with history a parte subjecti. Its Prm}ar}’( bu-sm(‘egs
is to study the thinking that goes orr}n1 ir:i the historian’s mind; it
is primarily a logic of historical method.

; pOrrlln::; ztherghand, if historical meth.od_ i§ adequatg to _the
study of its proper object, as it must be if it is really hlstorlcgl
method, then it follows that in studying the necessary and uni-
versal features of historical method we are stL_uiymg the neces-
sary and universal features of historical- fact, its proper object.
Logic and metaphysics are the same, in th-e sense that a law
which really is a logical law—a law, that is, of thought gua
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valid, not a merely psychological law—must be a metaphysical
law too: for a law of thought gua valid must be a law binding
on the reality known by that thought. Our business, then, may
be defined as that of discovering how historians always and
necessarily think; but this must be understood as identical
with the business of discovering how historical fact is always
and necessarily constituted. .

For this reason, it would be misleading to call the philoso-
phy of history simply the science of historical method, the
methodology of history. It is at once a methodology of histori-
cal thought and a metaphysic of historical reality, and it will
only be a satisfactory science so long as these two aspects, the
subjective and the objective, are kept together.

4. History a parte subjecti is the knowledge of the past; and
history a parte objecti is the past itself. This double statement
is not, I think, controversial: it will be generally admitted as
true: but certain remarks must be made upon it at once.

(a) History and memory are not the same thing, though they
are akin. The historian may remember the events he narrates,
but he need not. And so far as he narrates them merely
because he remembers them, he is hardly 2 real historian. To
deserve that title, he ought to check his memories by getting
into touch with other sources of information: he ought to leave
out some things that he remembers, as irrelevant to his sub-
ject, and put in some that he does not. History and memory
are akin in that their object is the past: but whereas the object
of history is the past as inferentially ‘reconstructed’ from evi-
dence, the object of mermory is the past as immediately ‘appre-
hended’ by an act in which inference plays no part.

(b) So far as memory is immediate and devoid of explicit
ground, it is doubtful whether it deserves the title of knowl-
edge. The fallibility of memory depends on the fact that, in
remembering, we have before us no evidence of that which we
are trying to remember: therefore there is no way of checking
our memory. The historian who has made a mistake may cor-
rect it by asking himself whether the evidence before him
proves his view or not, and recognizing that it does not; but in
remembering we cannot do this. Therefore history is more
like real knowledge than memory is: for it has an element of
self-criticism about it which memory lacks.
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(c¢) For this reason it might almost be doubted whether the
distinction between true and false was applicable to memory,
any more than it is applicable to sensation. Memory is falli}aie,
but (it may be reasonably said) not false: it may lead us into
error, but it cannot itself be erroneous, History, on the other
hand, consisting as it does of reasoned judgements about the
past, is true or false.*

* At the end of the page Collingwood writes: "Begin here the Martouret
essay’,
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History a parte objecti, the object of historical thought, is of
course in some sense real, for if it were not, there would be no
sense in which historical judgements could be true, or indeed
false. But in what sense are historical facts (using that term to
denote the objects of historical thought) real?

Realistic philosophies seem generally to equate reality with
existence and subsistence. Existence is the reality of a thing
which is actual, which has a determinate position in space and
time and determinate characters actualised in it. Subsistence is
the reality of actualised characters: or possibly (according to
some theories) of any character whatever, actualised or not
[that, at least, would be true of the quasi-Platonic essences of
Santayana),

But the reality of historical facts falls under neither of these
heads. An historical fact is rather a thing than an essence. It
has characters, it is not character. "Therefore it does not sub-
sist; it ought to exist. But an historical fact does not exist. An
historical fact is an event. The actuality of an event, that in it
which is parallel or analogous to existence, is called occur-
rence, An actual thing is one which is existing: an actual event
is one which is occurring. But no historical event is ever
occurring at any moment when historical thought takes it as
an object. Certainly a writer may compose the history of a war
as the war proceeds. But in such a case the particular battles
and campaigns whose history he narrates year by year are
always, when he describes them, events in the past; and until
the war as a whole is an event in the past, he can never be said
to have written the history of the war as a whole. He has only
written the history of its earlier stages—those, namely, which
are now events in the past.

The object of historical thought is thus the past: that is, past
events. How much of the infinite whole of past events is a
legitimate or necessary object of historical thought, and what
meaning can attach to the words 'infinite whole of past events’,
are questions belonging to a. further stage in this inquiry and
will be dealt with under the head of Quantity,

Now an event that is happening is actual: an event that has
happened is not happening and is not actual. All events that
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are objects of historical thought are events which are not hap-
pening because they have ceased to happen: they are therefore
not actual,

This proposition I shall call the Ideality of History. By the
word ideality I intend to signify the quality of being an object
of thought without having actuality: thus an ideal thing would
be an object of thought without actually existing, an ideal qual-
ity would be an object of thought without being anywhere
actually exemplified in any existing thing, an ideal event would
be an event which was the object of thought without actually
occurring. In all these cases the word ‘actually’ implies sirul-
taneity with the thought in question. It may be fancied that an
object may be both ideal and actual, in this sense, that an
object present to thought only as ideal may be actual without
being known as such—e.g. an archaeologist may put together
an historical account of a primitive civilization without know-
ing that this type of civilization still subsists and may be stud-
ied as an actual state of things in a part of the earth unvisited
by him. But in a case like this the object of the historian’s
thought is not the Bronze Age as such, irrespective of time and
place, but (for instance) the Bronze Age of north-western
Europe, which began and ended at dates that are within certain
limits determinable: and it is only a non-historical and abstrac-
tive or generalizing type of thought that will forget the differ-
ences (differences not only of time and place but of character
also) that lie between the ancient Bronze Age of north-western
Europe and the Bronze civilization today subsisting elsewhere
on the earth. The object of history, then, because it is not a

thing or a character, but an event, cannot be both ideal and
actual: it must be wholly and only ideal. A thing (e.g. the Mat-
terhorn) may be both ideal and actual: the Matterhorn as I
remember it ten years ago is ideal, the Matterhorn as I see it
now is actual: but the mountain as it was then and the mourn-
tain as it is now are the same mountain. But an object of histor-

ical thought cannot have this double reality. I may write a

history of music, and it may be said that the relation between

music in the present and music in the past is much like the
relation between the Matterhorn in the present and the Mat-
terhorn in the past: and so it is; but music in the present never

enters into my purview as historian of music. If I close with a
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cl_lapter on ‘Present-Day Tendencies’, either I am writing th.
history of the most recent past, which is still wholly past agd in
no sense present, or ¢lse I am illegitimately (for an historia::;
taklng.upon myself to prophesy as to the future or to engage i
polemics concemning the present. For the historian as hiE:gr’ i
the present as present has no interest. The present of mula'n
belongs not to historians of music but to musical compos i
Emd musical critics. If therefore anyone says that music ig b;::
ldea.l {as past music) and actual (as present music) it must b
replied that the term music is here ambiguous: in one case ";
means past events in musical history, which are always pu Il
past, purely ideal: in the other it means present evenyts ;\)av}:e}}:
are always purely actual or present. And no event in '!cl
history can fall in both these categories at once. .l
B.ut this example of musical history illustrates another and
an important point. No historian of musjc deserves the n .
un;ezs he has studied for himself the old music whose gro?.v"t‘l(:
:1: - eve!gpment he is trying to describe. He must have lis-
ned to Bach ?nd Mozart, Palestrina and Lasso. and 08Sess
personal acquaintance with their works, This rn'eans 31 t h
must have l_)een present at actual performances of these \: ke
f:lthe{- physxcally or in imagination; and in the latter caseO:h:
:E;gmatw;: power 1s acquired only by actually hearing similar
; g; p;:r ormed—e.g. a man who had never heard an orches-
ra of the _Beethoven period could not read a symphony of
Begthoven In score with any chance of obtaining a good im); :
native heanng. f’f it. We may therefore boldly say that the s?r:-
qua non of writing the history of past music is to have thijs i
music re-enacted in the present. Just the same thin is trupasf
u'fh-:r arts: e.g. we must read old poetry for ourselfes seee ;)d
pictures for ourselves with the dirt of age actually or i;a im o
nation removed and the colours restored to their old valagl-
Similarly, to ?vrite the history of a battle, we must re-thinkut;s.
thoughts which determined jts various tactical phases: We
must see the ground of the battlefield as the opposin c.:o -
nl'lunders saw 1t, and draw from the topography the fon ;l'l-
Siins tl?at. they drew: and so forth.® The past event ; U;
though it is, must be actual fu the historian’s re-enactmen; olf' ieta

6 -
This sentence was a later addition to the manuscript,
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In this sense, and this sense only, the ideality of the object
of history is compatible with actuality and indeed inseparable
from actuality. The historian of music will certainly not be
able to write the history of any musical work which he has not
heard—which has not been actually enacted within his own
musical experience. In what, then, does the Ninth Symphony
differ from the Matterhorn? Is the former any more ideal than
the latter?’

We are not concerned here to ask whether there is any field
of thought in which a realistic philosophy is a plausible or
even adequate account of the facts. We are only concerned to
show that in the case of history, at any rate, it is neither. Per-
haps the Matterhorn is as ideal as the battle of Marathon; but
short of embarking on inquiries which might or might not lead
to that conclusion, we® must reply that for the moment we are

7 Afier this sentence Collingwood added the encircled words ‘Distinction
between present and past’,

% Here a sheet of paper with a new text is stuck gver the original. The orig-
inal text runs as follows: ‘must here reply that the ideality of the Ninth Sym-
phony consists in the fact that whereas for the mere musical critic the Ninth
Symphony is a contemporary musical experience, in connexion with which
the questions to be asked are: is it well written? Is it well performed? For the
musical historian the contemporary musical experience is as it were &
medium through which he sees to the original experience of the composer
and his first performers and first andiences. Instead of saying, “how sublime,
or, how ndively sentimenta), is this hymn to joy”, the historian says: “how
interesting an exemple of Romanticism!” Now Romanticism is not the histo-
rian's own frame of mind: it’s a frame of mind whose history he is writing.
Therefore he must both experience it and not experience it: he must enter
into it, reconstitute it with his own mind, and at the same time objectily this
very reconstitution, so as to prevent it from mastering his mind and running
away with him.

"The historical event is this actual and ideal at once: but not at all in the
same way in which the Matterhorn is actual and ideal at once. The Matter-
homn, because it is a physical thing, not an event, persists in time and may
therefore be at once perceived and remembered. But the object of historical
thought is an event, and does not persist. Its very permanence, so far as it has
permanence, consists in its complete non-existence: death once dead, there's
no more dying then; the event, once over and done with, can be re-enacted in
the historian’s mind anywhere and sny time because it nowhere and at no
time can actually recur. Its actuslity is only another name for its ideality:
regarded as itself, it is purely and only ideal: regarded as the object of this act
of historical thought it is actusl in so far as the act of thought is actual,

‘This re-enacting of history in the historian’s mind is the opposite or
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discussing a far simpler question than this. We are pointing
out a distinction, which becomes obvious as soon as our atten-
tion is called to it, between the way in which a man looking at
the Matterhorn finds the actual object present to his gaze, and
the way in which a man thinking historically about the battle
of Hastings has to reconstruct the battle in his head. And we
are pointing out that this distinction is not done away with by
saying that the past is re-enacted in the present. As so re-
enacted, it remains merely ideal. The historian does not, by
thinking out the battle of Hastings, cause a real battle to be
fought there once more, neither does he fall into the error of
believing that the battle he has reconstructed in thought is
actually going on merely because he has reconstructed it. This
applies equally to the historian of music. Ancient art does not
become modern art simply by being performed over again. It
is both interesting and delightful to sing madrigals and masses
of the sixteenth century; but the historian is well aware, when
he sings them and hears others sing them, that their place is in
the sixteenth century and not in the twentieth. He listens to
them not simply as music—not simply as the expression of
feeling in musical language—but as sixteenth-century music,
n_'nusic belonging to a bygone world whose mind and civiliza-
tion he is trying to understand. All we are concerned with at
the moment is to call attention to the fact that these two atti-
tudes to music are possible: the attitude of the contemporary
critic, who hears music as an expression of the actual life of his
own age, and the attitude of the historian, who hears it as an
expression of the life of the past which he is trying to recon-
struct. We are all familiar with the distinction between these

complementary aspect of the ideality of history. Because the historical fact is
ideal it has an actuality of its own, an actuality of a peculiar kind: it is actu-
alised by the activity of the thought for which it bas its ideal being. The
object of history, then, while having no existence at all apart from thought,
and being so far ideal, is actualised by the thought that thinks it.

Nevertheless this conception is a somewhat difficult one. How can the his-
torian genuinely re-enact history in his mind? How can he call the dead to
live again and repeat events that have happened once for all and are irrevoca-
b.ly past? And does not the idea of a literal revival of the past in the histo-
rian’s mind savour of a crude magical necromancy rather than of a serious
Fheory of knowledge?" The original text ends here. Then follow the words ‘It
13 casy to answer , which are, crossed out.
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two attitudes, and at present I only want to emphasize its exis-
tence: later we shall ask how it is possible and what it implies.

The historian, then, re-enacts the past in his mind: but‘ in
this re-enactment it does not become a present or an actuality.
The acruality is the actual thought of the historian that e-
enacts it. The only sense in which the object of historxc?l
thought is actual, is that it is actually thought about. But this
does not confer any kind of actuality upon ¢, taken in itself, It
remains wholly ideal.

But how can the historian re-enact the past? What has hap-
pened has happened: it cannot be made to happen aga?n by
thinking about it. How can the historian call the dead to life by
scientific research? Does not such a theory savour of crt:lde
magic, necromancy, rather than of serious philosophical
inquiry? 'The answer is’ that, without any necromancy, the
historian may re-enact a past event if that event is 1tseli" a
thought. When Archimedes discovered the idea of sr:\ec:ﬁc
gravity he performed an act of thought which we can without
difficulty repeat: he was drawing certain conclusions from cer-
tain data, and we can draw the same conclusions from the
same data. Not only can we do this but if we are to write thg
history of Hellenistic science we must do it, and rnust' do it
knowing that we are repeating Archimedes’s thought in our
own mind. Similarly, if we are to narrate the history of a bat-
tle, we must see for ourselves the tactical problem that the vic-
torious commander saw, and see the solution as he saw it. If
we are to narrate the history of a constitutional reform, we
must see what the facts were that the reformer had before him,
and how his way of dealing with the facts seemed to meet the
necessities as he felt them to exist. In all these cases, that is, in
all cases where the history in question is the history ::_:f
thought,'” a literal re-enactment of the past is possible and is
an essential element in all history. '

Not only is the history of thought possible, but, if thoughf 1s
understood in its widest sense, it is the only thing of which
there can be history. Nothing but thought can be treated by
the historian with that intimacy without which history .is not
history; for nothing but thought can be re-enacted in this way

? The new text which was stuck on the original ends here,
*history of thought' is encircled in the manuscript.
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in the historian’s mind. The birth of solar systems, the origins
of life on our planet, the early course of geological history—all
these are not strictly historical studies because the historian
can never really get inside thein, actualise them in his mind:
they are science, not history, because, however much they may
take the form of narrative, they are generalized narratives,
accounts of how things must have happened in any world, not
accounts of how things actually happened in this world. They
are hypotheses, which, however probable, do not even approx-
imate to the status of documented history.

All history, then, is the history of thought, where thought is
used in the widest sense and includes all the conscious activi-
ties of the human spirit.!! These activities, as events jn time,
pass away and cease to be. The histotian re-creates them in his
own mind: he does not merely repeat them, as a later scientist
may re-invent the inventions of an earlier: he re-enacts them
consciously, knowing that this is what he is doing and thus
conferring upon this re-enactment the quality of a specific
activity of the mind. This activity is a free activity. It differs
toto caelo from the imitativeness which may induce a man or a
beast to do what others do because these others are observed
to be doing it. For the historian does not observe others to be
doing the things which he does over again. Until he has
done them over again he does not know what they are. It
is only after I have grasped the idea of specific gravity that I
can see what it was that Archimedes had done when he
shouted 7ipmka: I am therefore in no sense imitating
Archimedes.

A philosophical or pseudo-philosophical ohjection to the
conception of the historian as re-enacting the past must here
be met. It may be said that no such re-enactment is possible
because nothing can happen twice. Archimedes discovered the
idea of specific gravity: I can know that he did s0, but I cannot
re-discover the idea, for discovery implies priority. The sec-
ond person who thinks of the idea is not discovering it. Nor is
this, it may be said, a merely logical distinction: for there is a
peculiar quality in the experience of discovery or invention, a
peculiar feeling of being the first human being to penetrate

*" The words ‘All history, then, is the history of thought' is underlined in
the manuscript.
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into the presence of this particular truth, which the historian
can never recapture just because it attaches to discovery as
such, Clearly, then, if the historian knows the past by re-
enacting it, he cannot re-enact this element of discovery or
originality and therefore cannot know it historically: hence,
from the view here maintained, the reductio ad absurdum fol-
lows that no discovery, no thought that is really original or
unique (and what genuine thought is not?) can be historically
known.

We shall answer this objection by admitting it. Surely
everybody knows that the peculiar thrill with which the victo-
rious commander watches the collapse of an enemy’s defence
is a thrill which the historian cannot recapture. No one thinks
that the historian of Hellenistic science ought to leap out of his
bath and run about the town naked when he comes to
Archimedes in writing his history. [t is obvious that the histo-
rian’s duty of re-enacting the discovery or the battle does not
extend to the impossible feat of actually discovering the Jaw or
defeating the enemy over again, but only to such re-enactment
of the past as is possible.

For a certain kind of re-enactment is possible, as we ha\fe
shown; and if the objector says that no kind of re-enactment is
possible, merely because nothing can happen twice, we shall
treat his objection with less courtesy: pointing out that he
would himself not hesitate to speak of dining twice in the same
inn, or bathing twice in the same river, or reading twice out of
the same book, or hearing the same symphony twice. Is the
binomial theoremn as known to him, we should ask, the same
theorem that Newton invented, or not? If he says yes, he l'}as
admitted all we want. If he says no, we can easily convict him
of self-contradiction: for he is assuming that in our mutual
discourse we have ideas in common, and this is inconsistent
with his thesis.

But we must turn to a more serious difficulty. It is all very
well to appeal to a ‘peculiar thrill’ as differentiating the act
itself from the historian’s re-enactment of it: but such a dis-
tinction is really no more than Hume’s distinction betw.een
impressions and ideas on the ground that impressions are hv_e-
lier and more vivid. We may, and must, recognize that the his-
torian is unable to share the emotional heat with which the

OUTLINES OF A PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 447

characters in his narrative did the things narrated of them; and
that his emotional heat attaches only to feats of historical
research, historical discoveries made and historical perplexi-
ties removed; but we must go on to ask the question, why, if
the historian really re-enacts the past, is this re-enactment
unaccompanied by the emotional heat, the vividness and live-
liness of impression, which accompanied its original enact-
ment: and conversely, how, if this re-enactment is devoid of so
important an element of the original enactment, can it be
called the same thing over again and not a mere pale copy of it
or something radically different?

The answer is that to re-enact the past in the present is to
re-enact it in a context which gives it a new quality. This con-
text is the negation of the past itself. Thus, the historian of
poetry, reading Dante, re-enacts the medieval experience
which that poem expresses: but while doing this he remains
himnself: he remains a modern man, not 2 medieval; and this
means that the medievalism of Dante, while genuinely revived
and re-experienced within his mind, is accompanied by a
whole world of fundamentally non-medieval habits and ideas,
which balance it and hold it in check and prevent it from ever
occupying the whole field of vision. For Dante, the Commedia
was his whole world. For me, the Commedia is at most half my
world, the other half being all those things in me which pre-
vent me from literally becoming Dante. These things include,
for instance, Shakespeare and Newton and Kant, who also
have gone to form my personality. In reading Dante I do not
lose this personality; on the contrary, it is only by using my
powers to the full that I succeed in reading Dante at all, and
these powers are what they are, for better or worse, because of
my going to school with Shakespeare and Newton and Kant.
If 1 cease to be what these have made me, I cease to be able to
do anything so recondite as reading Dante; but if I continue to
be what they have made me, I approach Dante and his
medievalism through a medium of my own modernity, and [
must keep this modernity unimpaired by my contact with
Dante’s medievalism.

I thus genuinely re-enact Dante'’s medievalismm—if I do not,
1 simply fail to understand or appreciate his poetry—but |
re-enact it in a context (namely the rest of my mental outfit
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and equipment) which gives it a new quality, the quality of
being one element within a whole of thought that goes beyond
it, instead of being a whole of thought outside which there is
nothing. This quality of being an element within my experi-
ence, an element checked and balanced by others and so con-
tributing to the equilibrium of the whole, is the ideality of
history. 'The whole is actual and only actual; when William the
Conqueror was fighting the battle of Hastings, his tactical plan
was actual for him because in this plan was summed up every-
thing he knew about fighting battles, and therefore it was for
him a complete whole. For the historian of the art of war, the
tactics of Hastings formn a thought, a plan, which he can re-
think in his own mind: but this plan is for him never a whole,
it is only a part which goes along with others to form that
whole which he calls the history of war—that is, his entire
actual historical knowledge, which is the whole of his present
thought just as the tactical plan of Hastings was the whole of
William’s thought.

The conception here expounded may perhaps be made
clearer, or at least certain of its implications may be brought to
light, by contrasting it with two familiar theories of knowl-
edge: the realistic theory and the copy-theory.

According to the realistic theory, the object of knowledge is
always something actual, whose actuality is independent of all
cognitive activity on the part of the mind that knows it. The
mind and the object are generally, in such theories, conceived
as two independent actually existing things, which come
together in such a way that the mind ‘knows’ the object. It is
assumed that ‘to know’ is properly a transitive verb, and the
grammatical object of that verb is a thing towards which the
mind takes up a cognitive attitude or with which it enters into
a relation called knowledge. The realist is in the habit of
insisting that this event makes no difference to the object,
which was just as real before the event as after it: a statement
which is sometimes supported by arguing that if the act of
knowing an ohject produced alterations in it, the act would
precisely not be one of knowing, since knowing implies that
what we know is not altered by our knowing it.

It is at once clear that from the point of view of an ordinary
realistic theory of knowledge, history is impossible. A theory
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which regards knowledge as ‘apprehension’ of an independent
object is reasonable if perception is taken as the only legiti-
mate example of knowledge; it is plausible if knowledge is
conceived Platonically as the knowledge of abstract ideas; it
has no shadow of plausibility in the case of history. The histo-
rian who writes a monograph on the battle of Marathon is not
‘apprehending’ a thing, namely the battle of Marathon, that
exists independently of the apprehending and, as it were,
stands there to be apprehended. The battle of Marathon was
an event which ceased happening some 2,400 years ago; there
is nothing there to apprehend; in the realistic sense of the term
object, there is no object whatever for the historian to know.
And therefore, since without object there can be no knowl-
edge, history as a form of knowledge is, realistically speaking,
an absurdity.

Perhaps some ingenious realist will evade this difficulty by
appeal to the four-dimensional space-time of modern physical
theory. If time is only one of the four dimensions, and if any
dimension may at will be taken as the temporal, the 2,400 years
which separate us from the battle of Marathon may be at plea-
sure reduced to nothing by being taken, not as time, but as
space; and a person actually at Marathon might at will inter-
pret his spatial situation on the battle-field as temporal simul-
taneity with the battle. He will then, presumably, see it going
on, and his task as historian will be greatly simplified. But
until a realistic philosopher has actually witnessed the battle of
Marathon by this method, we may forbear to contemplate the
possibility of such an argument’s being seriously put forward.

In opposition to all realism, then, any philosophy of history
must assert the ideality, as opposed to the reality, of historical
fact. It asserts that the past as past has no existence whatever,
consisting as it does of occurrences no longer occurring,
events that have finished happening: and it holds that these
events can be historically known not by anything in the least
analogous to perception, observation, or any process or act
intelligibly describable as ‘apprehension’, but by their re-
enactment in the mind of the historian.

This may seem to assimilate the present theory to the ‘copy-
theory’ of knowledge, which pretends to explain how we know
things by the hypothesis of images ‘inside’ our minds, mental
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images, copying the appearance of objects ‘outside’ our mind.
The past, as no longer present, is necessarily outside our
mind, unknown, and unknowable: but we make a replica of it
inside our mind, and know that, and so, mediately, come to
know the past.

This is a wholly false comparison, and entails an unrecog-
nizable travesty of the theory here maintained. The past is, for
us, not outside the mind (whatever that means), it is wholly
and utterly non-existent, The re-enactrent of it in our mind
is therefore not a copy of it in any sense whatever. How could
anyone make a copy of something that does not exist? The re-
enactment of the past in the present is the past itself so far as
that is knowable to the historian. We understand what New-
ton thought by thinking—not copies of his thoughts—a silly
and meaningless phrase—but his thoughts themselves over
again. When we have done that, we know what Newton
thought, not mediately, but immediately.

The historian’s thought, then, neither is nor contains nor
involves any copy of its object. The historian’s thought is, or
rather contains as one of its elements, that object itself, namely
the act of thought which the historian is trying to understand,
re-thought in the present by himself. A person whe failed to
realize that thoughts are not private property might say that it
i1s not Newton’s thought that I understand, but only my own.
That would be silly because, whatever subjective idealism may
pretend, thought is always and everywhere de jure common
property, and is de facto common property wherever people at
large have the intelligence to think in common.

11. Quantity

The question here to be considered is, what is the scope of his-
torical thought? Practically, this is equivalent to the question,
what is the right or best form of historical composition? Theo-
retically, it amounts to this:—what are the limits of historical
knowledge?

The simplest, and in that sense the best, form of historical
composition is the memoir or contemporary history: the form

' Here Collingwood added a separate encircled note saying ‘Dilthey’s
Nachbild'.
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whose outstanding example is the History of Thucydides. The
extraordinary merit of Thucydides’s work is closely connected
with the limitation of its scope. Apart from the introductory
matter contained in the first book, it is concerned with events
falling in the writer’s lifetime, and under his own observation
or that of persons with whom he could speak face to face. The
problems of collecting sources and interpreting them—the two
cardinal problems of historical research—were, not indeed
eliminated, but reduced to a state of extreme simplicity, and
this simplicity relieved Thucydides of all the more technical
and elaborate part of the historian’s work and put him auto-
matically in the position of a man who has completed the col-
lection and interpretation of his sources: a position in which
he was able to use his enormous literary powers without hesi-
tation or embarrassment,

Many histories of the same kind have been written since
then; but no one, since the work done by the Hellenistic and
Roman historitns, would describe this as the ideal type of his-
tory. It is a form which, technically, can only be called rudi-
mentary. It is applicable only [to] the simplest possible type of
?ustorical problem, and this is a type of problem that ceases to
interest people when their field of vision widens beyond their
own immediate concerns and embraces the life of other peo-
ples and the past of their own. With this widening of interest
the magic circle of a simple egotism is broken, and henceforth
the problem of determining the proper scope and limits of his-
torical inquiry becomes urgent. Thucydides represents the
straightforward egotism of the Greek, for whom everything
not Greek is barbarian and therefore unworthy of serious
study. But the Roman can say ‘humani nihil 2 me alienum
puto’, and this commits him in theory to studying, so far as he
can, the history of the whole world.

This widening of interest leads to complications not because
it introduces into history any genuinely new factors, for it does
not: all the technical problems of the most advanced and com-
plex historical thought are already present in what we have
f:a]led the most rudimentary type of history: but because it
introduces into history new interests, the interest in things
foreign and remote and unfamiliar, in dealing with which the
historian is compelled to find a new answer to the question
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‘why am 1 dealing with this particular subject rather than any
other? So long as his subject is the events of his own lifetime,
he can plead that the subject has been forced upon him by the
mere fact that these interesting things have been going on
before his eyes; failing that, the responsibility of choosing his
subject lies with him. On what principles is he to choose it?

We are here confronted by the conception of choice, which
seems to imply that the historian has access to a vast expanse
of facts, out of which he must choose something to study. His-
tory in its completeness, the sum total of historical fact,
stretches out before him: an object, clearly, too large to be
taken in at a simple glance: he must select some manageable
part of it and ignore the rest, at any rate for the time being,
while he acquires a competent knowledge of this part.

Thus arises the idea of the historical monograph or essay on
a single circumscribed historical subject. It may be only a page
long, or it may be as large as the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire; but it is still a monograph, if it presents itself as a par-
ticular, not a universal, history: the statement of a part, not the
whole, of historical truth.

But the monograph is always open to theoretical objections
and beset by practical difficulties. Every historian who has
tried to write one knows that the exclusion of certain subjects,
as alien to the monograph, leads to the presence, within the
monograph itself, of loose ends, errors in perspective and
emphasis, misleading expressions and downright blunders.
How far the body of the treatise may be infected by these fail-
ings is a question which never admits of accurate determina-
tion. Historical facts are certainly never intelligible and never
truly discoverable except in relation to their context; if you do
not know what the La Téne civilization of Gaul was like, you
do not know what the problem was which Caesar had before
him when he undertook the conquest of that country, and
therefore you do not understand the chief task of Caesar’s life,
and therefore vou do not understand the chief figure in the
closing phases of the Roman republic. It may be said that this
is hypercriticism, because the amount of misunderstanding
concerning Roman history as a whole which can arise from
ignorance of La Téne civilization is very small. But how small
it is, cannot be discovered until it has been corrected. The

T
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whole reputation of a general may turn on the question
whether he was right in thinking that a certain operation con-
ducted against a certain enemy would be successful; and
points that seem small to an ignorant person may have been
the determining factors in his forming that opinion.

Practically, then, the monograph is always in difficulties
because it impinges at every point on questions whose answers it
is compelled to take for granted but into whose rights and
wrongs it cannot enter. And theoretically, it is always open to
the objection that since historical facts are what they are only in
relation to other facts, the mere severance of certain facts from
their context, in order to make them up into a monograph, is an
act of false abstraction and a voluntary embracing of error.

Considerations like these led writers of the eighteenth cen-
tury to attempt the composition of universal histories, The
attempt, or something like it, had been made before, more
than once; but for our purpose little interest attaches to these
earlier endeavours, and we may confine our attention to the
idea of universal history as that was formulated by eighteenth-
century philosophy. The idea was that history should be
looked at as a whole, and would, from that point of view, be
found to possess a definite organic unity either as exemplifying
constant general laws or as developing a single plan. This idea
met with very wide acceptance in all civilized countries, and
served as a powerful stimulus to historical research. It fos-
tered, in especial, the tendency towards research into obscure
and little-known periods, whose history was required for
insertion into the scheme in order to make that complete; and
it did more than anything else could have done to teach histo-
rians that other things beside their own immediate present
were worthy of serious study. It broke down parochialism in
history much as the Newtonian theory of universal gravitation
finally broke down parochialism in astronomy.

Now that these results have been achieved, the idea of uni-
versal history has sunk into obscurity, like a town house in
a quarter that was once fashionable and is now barely
respectable. It is fully recognized by all serious historians that,
if the monograph is open to objection, universal history is far
more so, in proportion as its pretensions are far greater. It can
never be written, because the whole of history is too large a
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matter for anyone to bring together into a single literary work;
and therefore every so-called universal history is a mere selec-
tion of the facts which the writer happens to think important
or interesting or in some way capable of grinding his particu-
lar axe. In the time of the Venerable Bede it was possible to
conflate all known history into a treatise; that only marked the
poverty of the time; nowadays, a universal history is never
even an honest attempt at real universality, it is only a veiled
attempt to impose on the reader the prejudices and supersti-
tions of the writer. No one with any pretensions to historical
learning would attempt such a work today, unless it were as a
mere textbook for examination purposes, containing frankly,
not the history of the world, but those selected facts which
candidates for certain examinations would do well to remem-
ber. And thus the writing of universal history has fallen into
the hands of two classes of persons: the dishonest and the
ignorant: the dishonest telling a garbled tale in order to spread
their own opinions by specious falsehood, the ignorant naively
writing down everything they know about history and not sus-
pecting that they know it all wrong.

So complete is the discredit into which universal history has
fallen, that we find it hard to look with tolerance or sympathy
at the eighteenth and early nineteenth-century writers who
brought it into favour. We tend to look on their works as
attempts to close the doors of historical research and to insti-
tute a canon of historical fact outside which there shall be no
salvation, and therefore we ridicule them for not knowing a
great deal that every historian knows today. But if we wish to
understand them we must invert this attitude, We must look
on them not as closing, but as opening, the doors of historical
research. We must regard their systems not as summaries of
work done but as programmes of work to be put in hand. The
truth about these systems is that they are forecasts, and in the
main fairly accurate forecasts, of the lines which historical
inquiry was to follow in the next few generations.

Outside the circle of professional historians, this extreme
reaction against universal history has never been felt. The
general public has always been eager for it; never more so
than today, when brief abstracts of all knowledge are a staple
food of the intelligent public and a staple source of income to
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many publishing firms. Universal histories of the two classes
mentioned above are being produced and bought and read all
over the world in quantities that would have brought tears to
the eyes of Voltaire, and may well produce misgivings in the
monograph-writing historians of our own time. Indeed, it
evidently does produce some misgivings; enough to induce
some of them to make remunerative if rather shamefaced con-
tribution to journalistic outlines of history and popular collec-
tions of cheap little books, and others to invent and execute
ingenious compromises, in the shape of works in many vol-
umes, described on their covers as universal histories, but
inwardly consisting of excellent monographs, each numbered
as a chapter.

While, however, the professional historian tries in vain to
reach the universal by adding particular to particular—a vain
atternpt, because the universality of a universal history consists
not in the number of separate monographs out of which it is
built up, but in the unity of the point of view from which it is
envisaged—the general public, representing common sense as
opposed to technical ideals, complains that the wood cannot he
seen for the trees, and looks forward to a time when this pas-
sion for detail is tempered by a broader and humaner outlook
on the problems of history as a whole. It suspects, not without
reagon, that the absorption of historians in points of detail is
not merely distracting their attention from these larger prob-
lems, but is depriving them of the power to deal with such
problems at all; that it is producing an intellectual myopia
which, becoming endemic among trained historians, compels
the reader who is interested in these problems to turn away
from their works in despair and to look for what he wants in
the writings of journalists and novelists and clergymen, who,
Jjust because they are only novices in history, have never taken
a vow to refrain from dealing with interesting questions.

The professional historian may argue that this taste on the
part of the public is a vicious and morbid taste, or at any rate a
taste for something that is not history: a taste for serrnons, for
fiction, and for journalism; and he may contend that historians
are right to refuse to satisfy this taste, and show a proper
understanding of their own task when they leave these so-
called larger problems severely alone and confine themselves
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to problems that are genuinely historical; which, hf" may say,

is what they are now doing. For, he may argue, history con-

sists in finding out facts: and until one has sifted every scrap of
evidence bearing on the facts, one is simply running away

from one's duty as an historian if one allows ones-elf to war:der
from the point and indulge in edifying gen?ra*hzat:ons. Let
the journalist and the parson’, he may say, ‘draw mo'ra-l and
political lessons from the decline of the Romap Empire; my
business is to discover what exactly that de.clme was: what
changes it involved in finance and administratmn‘and 80 fort!'l;
here is my work waiting for me, and unless I do it, peopl_e will
go on using the old traditional language about the decline of
the Roman Empire in the old traditional state of completf:
ignorance as to the nature of the thing they are talking abou.t.

And he will settle down again to his study of the monetary his-
ory of the reign of Honorius, .

t rI;rut this eﬁtreme particularism (so to call it), like the
extreme universalism against which it reacts, is based on a
false view of historical fact. The universalism of a huPdred
years ago was based on the idea that there was such a thing as
the sum total of historical fact, and that this whole con.fld be
narrated with some kind of completeness. Shallow thinkers
fancied that this whole had been more or less discov-ered and
was already stated more or less completely, though plecem?al,
in historical works: and supposed that the task of the Phll?-
sophical historian was only to put it_ together and thl:ls bnng its
significance to light. Profounder minds regarded this whole as
something not yet known, but awaiting discovery and capa‘t?le
of being discovered: even if some past facts could not be dis-
covered, those that mattered for the completeness of the
scheme, they thought, could. The essence of the error was the
thinking of history as a kind of pattern, a complete jr.sody of
fact, with articulations of its own and a structure .Of .1ts own,
which the historian had simply to discover. This ‘mvolved
denying the ideality of history: for if history.ig idea_l, it cannot
be a single self-contained body of fact awaiting discovery, it
must be a growing and changing body of th_oughts, .deco‘m-
posed and recomposed by every new generation of h:st.oncalll
workers, and the exhaustibility of his.torlc.'ill fa:ct, which is
implied in the idea of universal history, is an illusion.
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The same illusion lies at the root of historical particularism.
The devotee of the historical monograph aims at collecting all
the evidence there is, and interpreting it completely, so as to
give a final account of some point of detail. Here again, we
meet with the notion of exhaustibility. ‘All the evidence there
is’ implies that upon any point there is a finite quantity of evi-
dence which is capable of being exhaustively handled in a
monograph. But this is simply untrue. A given writer, or a
given generation, possesses only a finite quantity of evidence
on a given subject; but another writer, or a later generation,
succeeds in tapping new sources of information; and where is
the process to end? It cannot ever be ended until historical
research is ended. Therefore the reasons which our historian
gave for confining himself to minute details are bad reasons,
They amounted to this: that such details admit of rigorous and
scientific handling, which the ‘larger’ questions do not. But we
now see that, precisely as the ignorant man thinks that the
larger questions can be definitively settled, and is thereby
merely showing his own ignorance, 50, when the professional
historian thinks that minuter questions can be definitively set-
tled, he too is betraying, not ignorance of what has been done,
but ignorance concerning the possibilities of future discovery.
The idea of the evidence concerning this or that point as a
given finite whole is just as false as the idea of history at large
as a given finite whole. In both cases the ideality of history is
denied. For to assert the ideality of history implies asserting
that the evidence concerning a particular problem consists of
everything which historical research has found, or shall find,
to be relevant to it.

However wide the universal historian casts his net, there are
left as good fish in the sea as ever he gets out of it, not to men-
tion the million species that slip through the mesh. However
large the magnification which the monograph-writer uses for
his microscope, there are left, ultra-microscopie, as many
pieces of evidence as he discovers, not to mention those which
the magnification itself removes from his field of vision. Does
this point to the futility of all historical research?

Far from it, if we assert the ideality of history. For on that
view, the infinite things that are left undiscovered do not viti-
ate what we have discovered; they are only a name for the
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jnfinite possibilities of future discovery. Whereas if historical
fact were an actually existing reality, the universal historian
would have failed altogether if anything had fallen outside his
scheme and the monograph-writer would have failed with
equal completeness if any evidence on his subject had escaped
his scrutiny. To explain this, let us take an example. A and B
are two historians of forty years ago, both specialists in the
Athenian constitution, and holding divergent views on a cer-
tain point. After the controversy between them has developed
and served to sharpen their views, the learned world is shaken
by the discovery of Aristotle’s Constitution of the Athenians.
The new evidence thus discovered proves, to the satisfaction
of all concerned, that A and B were both wrong. What fol-
lows? If historical fact is an actually existing reality, and if the
truth of historical thought lies in its correspondence with his-
torical fact, and if the value of historical thought lies in its
truth, the value of both views, A's and B’s, is zero: and both A
and B were therefore fools, and equally fools, to hold their
respective views.

But no one will accept this result. Everybody will agree that
views held before the discovery of the Censtitution must be
judged in the light of the evidence available when they were
held, and the arguments by which that evidence was made to
support them. So judged, most people will agree that A's view
was better than B's, and that neither was wholly valueless. Are
we then to argue that the value of an historical view is some-
thing other than its truth? Impossible. Neither A nor B nor
anyone else will acquiesce in that. We are forced to say that
what A and B were both alike aiming at was ‘a verdict in
accordance with the evidence', a theory of the Athenian Con-
stitution strictly consistent with the evidence available to them
at that time. And, since the discovery of the Aristotelian trea-
tise has not rendered us omniscient on the subject, the same
thing must be said about ourselves. A view which is right for
us to hold will be wrong when the next important new find of
evidence has been made.

One of two consequences follows. Either the attainment of
truth, even on points of small detail, is deferred until a/l new
finds of evidence have been made—that is, deferred for ever,
because in the nature of things further evidence might always
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turn up—in which case every historical view is exactly as false
as every other, that is, absolutely false: or else the trutk about
any point means the truth relatively to the evidence possessed
by the person who raises the point. The principle of the ideal-
ity of history makes it perfectly clear that the second answer is
the right one. The first answer implies the denial of that prin-
ciple, for it implies that historical fact is an unknown and
unknowable thing in itself: the second answer implies its
assertion, for it implies that the object of historical thought is
always present, and always grasped, wherever histarical
thought exists.

This leads to results of some importance. It shows that the
monograph-writer, however wrong he may be to suppose that
he is deciding anything once for ail, and closing the doors of
historical research, is perfectly right to review with all the care
and skill at his command, all the available evidence on the
question, however small, which he is studying. But the reason
why he is right is because there is no such thing as a large or
small question; any question that any historian actually and
effectively studies is just large enough to fill his mind, and no
larger. The monograph-writer is thus justified by the fact that,
because historical fact is ideal and not actual, there are no his-
torical problems except those which historical thought raises;
and if I devote my life to the monetary policy of Honorius, the
monetary policy of Honorius is for me the whole of history.

But by the same principle the writer of a universal history is
equally justified, He is justified by his very failings. What
proves him right is what we thought had proved him wrong—
namely the fact that, after all, his universal history is not uni-
versal, not complete, but a mere selection of facts arranged to
illustrate or prove some particular point. For this makes him a
monograph-writer, and removes the sting from that appella-
tion. All that is wrong with his book is, now, its title: it was
called ‘A History of the World’; it ought to have been called
‘The Oppression of the Proletariat in the last Twenty-five
Centuries’, or "The Growth of the Modern Conception of
Liberty’, or the like. And even to call it ‘A History of the
World” is not wholly wrong, for, as we have seen, the subject
of the monograph that I am writing is, for me, the whole of
history, and every monograph is in a sense a history of the

e —
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world—the best solution I can offer, at the moment, of the
only historical problem which, at the moment, I feel to be a
real problem. But because every history is equally a history of
the world in that sense, and cannot be a history of the world at
all in any other, nothing is gained by ever using the title.

The popular demand for histories dealing with ‘larger’
questions is also, from this point of view, justified. But this is
not because these questions really are larger than those with
which historians generally deal. It is because they are ques-
tions more interesting to ordinary unacademic people. A ques-
tion does not cease to- be scientifically answerable merely
because it happens to interest unscientific people; and this
applies as much to history as to any other branch of knowl-
edge. The reason why modern historical thought has move.d
away from the problems most interesting to ordinary people is
partly that it has been influenced by a false theory and a false
ideal of historical method. The notion of historical fact as an
actual and exhaustible whole has led it to seek that wholeness
in smaller and smaller parcels of material; and this has led to
the ruling-out of any question that any ordinary man would
wish to ask, as being too complicated for the present state of
knowledge. But no question is ever too complicated for an
inquirer who will ask it resolutely and set about answering it
to the best of his ability. The search for questions that are
inherently simple and therefore capable of exhaustive treat-
ment is a false atomism of knowledge, and can only lead to
disappointment. Te pursue that search, to the exclusion- of
questions which genuinely interest one, is to incur and to Jus-
tify the ridicule which has always been directed at the pedantic
scholar.

On the other hand, it would be wrong entirely to condemn
the present specialization of historical studies. It would be
wrong to imagine that this specialization is altogether based on
a fallacious theory of history. Often a fallacious theory is only
invented to justify a practice which is sound enough in itself
and needs no justification, The specialism of modern historical
research is a necessary and a fine thing. It is a school of disin-
terested accuracy, of cool and logical thinking, and of careful
observation, which is in no way inferior to that specialism
of scientific research whose praises have been so often and

T
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eloquently sung. Modern historical research is a younger thing
than modern scientific research, and its achievements are less
known and its virtues less valued by the public; but they are
equally real, and equally important elements in the life of the
modern world. And further, the results which are being built
up by this specialized research are very far from being lost to
knowledge by an excess of specialism. They are, on the whole,
easily accessible to students and provide an enormous and
ever-increasing field for the activity of historians sufficiently
wide in their interests to use them effectively. The phase of
specialization through which historical studies have been pass-
ing is certainly the prelude to a phase when the narrowness of
the specialist, which the public today finds repellent, will give
way before a return to those ‘larger’ questions which, as if by
an act of self-denial, historians of the present refuse to raise.
When that happens, it will perhaps be realized that every new
synthesis and every broadening of view has been made possi-
ble by the detailed and laborious specialism of a generation of
scholars whose work, while they lived, was regarded as the
mere indulgence of an eccentric antiquarianism.'?

At this point it will be well to introduce a conception of
great importance for the theory of historical method: namely
the conception of history of the second degree, or the history
of history,

The history of history arises when the historian, in trying to
solve a particular problem, proceeds by collecting and criticiz-
ing the solutions which have already been offered. This collec-
tion and criticism of previous solutions may be done in two
ways: either by treating the various solutions in a disconnected
manner, dealing with each separately and discussing them in a
haphazard order, or else by treating them historically, showing
how each expressed a certain attitude which was itself an his-
torical phenomenon, and established itself by criticizing its
predecessors. For historical thought itself has a history, and
there is no more sense in criticizing a particular historical the-
ory without considering the conditions in which it arose, than
there is in criticizing a political or military system without

** Following this Collingwood writes: ‘[addition, May 1928]'. This addi-

tion deals with the subject of the history of history, which is also discussed in
the lectures of 1926. It runs until the last paragraph of p. 469.
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such consideration. We have already seen that the value of his-
torical work done in the past can only be assessed by putting
ourselves in the position of the people who did it, thinking
over the problem as it confronted them, and making use of the
evidence which they possessed. This is only a way of saying
that historical thought itself, when it is past historical thought,
may be and must be an object for present historical thought.

Now it is plain enough that historical thought is one of the
things that historians may think about; and that among the
infinite possible subjects for historical research, some may
legitimately be drawn from the past development of historical
research itself. But to say that would be to misrepresent the
real nature and impoertance of the history of history. For the
fact is, that the history of history holds a quite peculiar posi-
tion in historical studies: a position which may be defined by
saying that all history is, or at least involves and presupposes,
the history of history.

By saying this, ] mean that anyone who is anxious to solve a
particular historical problem must find out where he stands,
and what his problem exactly is, by looking into the history of
the problem itself: that is, into the history of research concern-
ing the subject. Suppose the subject is the Peasants’ Revolt,
and suppose this becomes a problem for you because for some
reason you have made up your mind to write an essay on it or,
in general, to form an opinion as to what exactly it was. Now
the first thing you do is to read it up in a standard and up-to-
date history; and if you are not going deeply into the matter,
you will simply swallow what you find there, and go no fur-
ther. But if you get interested, or if you are sceptical about
something in your history-book, you will go to other accounts
of the Peasants’ Revolr in other books; and vou will find that
these differ from the first and from each other. If you are
determined to get at the truth, you must begin by trying to
reduce these differences to order, and this ¢an only be done by
discovering how the various accounts grew out of each other.
You now find that A’s account, modified by removing certain
inconsistencies, became B’s; B’s account, with additions from
certain newly-discovered sources, gave rise to C’s; C’s account
was so obviously one-sided that it provoked a controversial
reply from D; C and D together resulted in the eclectic com-
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promise advocated by E; and so on. Now the point is that,
where all this work has already been done oun the subject, no
one is justified in putting forward a new view of his own with-
out taking it into account. To do so, is to neglect not only pos-
sible assistance but certain dangers. A theory framed without
reference to previous theories denies itself the help that may
be got from seeing the points that have been already empha-
sized, and it runs the risk—which in practice is more than a
mere risk, it is a practical certainty—of advocating views
which have already been conclusively disproved. For these
reasons all historians regard it as a sine qua non of research that
one should begin by getting up the literature of the subject,
and every historian regards it as peculiarly disgraceful to be
found ill-read in the writings of other historians who have
handled his theme. The historian has to study two kinds of
material: ‘original sources’ and ‘modern works’, as they are
called in bibliographies. To study the original sources is his-
tory: to study the modern works, and to trace in them the
development of thought, is the history of history.

All history concerning a given subject, then, involves as a
necessary part of itself the history of history concerning the
same subject. And it must further be observed that the history
of history precedes history of the first degree. I cannot com-
pose my monograph on the Peasants’ Revolt until after I have
completed my bibliography of it and studied the works therein
contained. The reason for this is easy to understand. The
problem which I am trying to solve is a problem which has
been left on my hands by some previous research on the same
subject. ] am not merely asking in a quite vague and general
way ‘what was the Peasants’ Revolt?’, I am asking for answers
to certain definite and specific questions about it; and these are
the questions which have been raised by previous inquiry.
Now, unless I am careful to go over this previous inquiry in
my mind—to re-enact it, or narrate its history—I shall not
clearly see what the problem before me is and how it arose.
And in that case I am not likely to be successful in trying to
answer it. The presupposition of answering a question is that
one should know what the question is that is being asked; and
this means finding out how it came to be asked.

Examples are easy to find. If a student is told by his tutor to

*
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write an essay on the battle of Salamis, he must certainly mas-
ter all the original authorities for that battle; but everyone
knows that he must also look up what has been written about
the battle by modern scholars. And it is obvious enough that
the value of his essay will largely depend on the clearness with
which he has grasped the problems with which these modem
scholars have been dealing, and the reasons for which they
have differed from one another. Again, if a scholar is asked to
write a popular life of Napoleon, the value of this, considered
simply as a popular bock, will depend upon the way in which
the writer realizes how much the half-educated reader knows
already, and what he wants to know next. The popular life of
Napoleon must link itself on to the process of historical
thought that has been already going forward in the minds of
its readers; and this means that the writer must know the his-
tory of his reader’s historical education. And lastly, if a stu-
dent has led so lonely and so highly-specialized a life that his
subject is one that has no literature, because no one but him-
self studies it and he does not publish his researches; even
then, his progress in this field will still depend on his study of
history of the second degree. For his progress at any given
moment will depend on his solving the problem that has now
been raised in his mind by the progress of his own thought;
and in order to grasp this problem he must know how his own
thought has been moving and how this new problem has
arisen. In this case, the history of history will be the intellec-
tual autobiography of the historian.

The history of history, then, is not an external addition or
accretion tacked on to history, still less is it a mere special kind
of history, like the history of art or the history of warfare. It is
a permanent and indispensable element in history itself. It is
the historian’s consciousness of how he has arrived at the par-
ticular problem which confronts him. Everyone who is given
to thinking knows that at times one loses the thread of one’s
thought; one pursues a question until one forgets how it arose
and where it was leading; and at these times the question sud-
denly becomes meaningless and ceases to be a real problem.
From this condition one emerges by turning round upon one-
self and asking ‘what was 1 going to say? what was [ thinking
about? how did I get myself into this position?’ or the like.
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These questions are concermned with the history of one's own
thought; and their function is to preserve that thought’s self-
conscious continuity. Where the thought is historical thought,
its self-conscious continuity is preserved by history of the sec-
ond degree. ;

The conception of the history of history as an element in
history itself is open to an obvious objection, which is intensi-
fied by the doctrine that the history of history is a presupposi-
tion of history itself. If history involves or presupposes the
history of history, then (so the objection will run) the history
of history will involve or presuppose the history of the history
of history, and this, the history of the history of the history of
history, and so ad infinitum. We are involved in an infinite
regress, with the absurd result that we must begin by studying
history to the nth, where 7 is an infinite number, and work
back from that by degrees, before we can answer the simple
question ‘when was the battle of Hastings fought?’

This objection certainly contains an element of truth; but
the truth is so overlaid by falsehood as to be, at first sight,
barely visible. The truth is this: that if A’s view led to B’s, and
B’s to C’s, and C's to D’s, and my view is based on D’s, then
in narrating the history of research leading through A, B, C,
and D to myself I am narrating a history each term of which
already sums the whole series. The summation does not wait
for me, B’s view already involved the consciousness of his own
relation to A; C’s view involved the consciousness of C’s rela-
tion to B; therefore C’s history of the problem was already not
only a history of history but a history of the history of history,
because it involved explaining not only how B had conceived
the Peasants’ Revolt, but also how B had conceived the rela-
tion between his own account of it and A’s. If therefore I nar-
rate the history of thought from A to D, this involves at least
the following terms: A's theory, B’s alterations, B's view of the
relation between them and the original theory, C’s alterations,
C’s view of the relation between them and B’s theory, C’s view
of B’s view of the relation between B’s view and A’s, and so
on. And this enumeration of terms, tedious as it would be, is
illicitly abbreviated by the false assumption that B’s theory
was a single unitary theory instead of being, as it really must
have been, a constant process of self-criticism in which

*
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attempts at theories were advanced and corrected and left
behind. In short, since each phase in the process of advancing
research sums up the process as a whole and constitutes an
interim report on the advance made, each phase is not only a
review of the facts but a review of the past reviews of the facts
and therefore a review of the reviews of the reviews of the facts
and so, if vou like, ad infinitum.

So much for the element of truth. What then is the error? It
is simply the old error of Achilles and the tortoise. You begin
by cutting up the distance between Achilles and the tortoise
into an infinite number of distinct distances, each to be tra-
versed in a separate movement; you then infer that in order to
make an infinite number of separate movements Achilles will
require an infinite amount of time and will never overtake the
tortoige, The reason why Achilles in practice manages to over-
take the tortoise is that his movement is not cut up into an
infinite number of separate movements; it is a single continu-
ous movement. Similarly, if you cut up the single continuous
process of historical thought into distinct events, each called a
theory or view or position, the result will be that you can dis-
tinguish as many of these positions as you please, and there-
fore since their number is infinite you cannot ever traverse the
totality of them. The error here lies in the attempt to reduce a
process, the process of historical thinking, into a series of sta-
tic positions. No position, in this sense, ever exists. Any his-
torical view or theory is a complex of thoughts which already
contains movement within itself. It is not a cross-section of
the stream of thought, it is a short length of that stream. The
views of the historian do not remain absolutely fixed through-
out his exposition of his subject; as he reaches a more interest-
ing part his thought rises in temperature and he becomes more
penetrating; as he returns to a duller or less carefully studied
part he relapses into an uncritical acceptance of ideas which
elsewhere he has left behind. This iz not mere human weak-
ness; it is a necessary condition of all knowledge, for in all
knowledge we are fighting against errors and prejudices, and
the battle never reaches a phase of complete stability. Even
when we stop thinking in order to avoid going on changing
our minds, as some people do, our object is not achieved, for
our errors and prejudices then begin to solidify by degrees
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round our thought and our mind undergoes a kind of progres-
sive paralysis and decay.

Our thought, then, is advancing all the time; it does not
advance by jerks from point to point, its advance is continu-
ous; and therefore when we say that at each phase it must sum
up its whole previous course, this sum must not be taken for
an arithmetical sum of single static positions. Just as history is
not a succession of distinct, isolated, atomic events, so the his-
tory of history is not a succession of distinct, isolated, atomic
historical thoughts. When that is realized, the force of the
objection we are considering disappears. There is no infinite
regress, because there is no series of separate terms, but only a
continuous process of thinking.

From the point of view of the history of history we can see a
new aspect of the universality of history. We have already seen
that any particular historical study, however particular it may
be in the sense that its subject is a single historical problem, is
universal in the sense that this problem is the only problem
actually raised at the moment, the only thing that occupies the
historian’s mind and therefore, for him, all the history there is.
But regarded as a study in the history of history, his study of
this problem is universal in a further sense. It is universal in
the sense of being a review and summary of all the historical
work that has ever been done on this problem. Qua history,
my study deals only with the monetary policy of Honorius;
qua history of history, it deals with everything that has ever
been written or said about the monetary policy of Honorius,
down to the present day. Thus every historical work comes
down to the present and traverses a process of which it is itself
the last phase. As history of the first degree, it need not do
this; a history of Rome has a perfect right to stop at the battle
of Actium or the reign of Romulus Augustulus, and need not
come down to Mussolini; but as history of history, it cannot
stop short of the present day; it must take into account the lat-
est discoveries and the latest theories, and put itself forward as
continuing these discoveries and theories.

The doctrine that all history comes down to the present day
is a doctrine of great importance in connexion with the ques-
tion why people study history and what they hope to gain by
the study. It is clear that in some cases history is an attempt to
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understand the present: for instance, if we ask why we live
under the peculiar laws and customs which we find existing
around us, we are asking a question which can be answered, in
a sense, by history. We understand our laws and custorns bet-
ter than we did, if we come to see them as the result of a his-
torical process which has shaped them into the form they now
present. And therefore it might seem reasonable to define the
value and purpose of history by saying that history is the
explanation of how the actual world in which we live has come
to be what it is.

The objection to this is obvious. It is, that historians often
concern themselves with questions that have no bearing on the
actual world. If the historian spends time on inventing a new
theory of Sumerian chronology, he is not doing anything to
explain the social or political or economic conditions of the
world in which he lives. And therefore we shall have to infer
either that this account of the value of history is false, or that
all history is valueless except that of the recent past.

But this objection can be answered from the point of view of
the history of history. The historian of Sumerian dynasties is
not merely concerned with Sumerian dynasties, he is also, and
even more intimately, concerned with modern historical theo-
ries about them. He is indeed trying to reconstruct very
ancient history; but he is also trying to reconstruct the very
modern history of this history. Hence, though he is not bring—
ing down the history of the Sumerians to the present day, he is
bringing down the history of Assyriology to the present day.
And Assyriology is just as much a real element of the modemn
world as coal-mining.'* Hence the Assyriologist has a twofold
purpose: both to describe the Sumerian dynasties, and also to
summarize and criticize and comment upon 2 certain feature
of modern life, namely Assyriological study. The popular view
of the historian as a visionary whose mental gaze is turned
wholly away from the present upon a distant and long-
vanished past is therefore a false view. The distant past is as it
were the stalking-horse from behind which the historian
observes and criticizes the present. If this seems a fanciful and
exaggerated view, a glance at the facts will suffice to convince

% In the manuseript is added: ‘and the forms of thought which Assyriolo-
gists reveal are the characteristic forms of the modern world'.
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any clear-sighted observer of its truth. The great historians—
Macaulay, Hume, Grote, Gibbon, Mommsen, Maitland—are
men keenly interested in their own present day; and every
page of their history betrays the fact that in writing it they are
concerned not simply to discover the truth about the distant
past, but to combat historical errors which spring from faults
in contemporary civilization and in turn flatter and foster
those faults. The rationalistic history of Hume and Gibbon is
an attack on what the eighteenth century called enthusiasm,
i.e. superstition; the materialistic history of nineteenth-
century economists is an attack on nineteenth-century roman-
ticism; the prehistoric studies of today are an attack on our
modern tendency to over-emphasize the value of material civi-
lization and to regard the savage as a slave to exploit and a
brute to despise. The great historians are sharply conscious of
these motives; their academic and imitative followers may or
may not have a dim consciousness of them,.

Thus it may be said that while all history is particular in
that it has a particular problem or ostensible subject, it is uni-
versal in that it must review the entire history of research con-
cerning that subject. And therefore, while in one sense it
always deals with the past, which may be a very distant past,
in another sense it always deals with the present by setting
itself up as a model of how the present ought to think of the
past and of its own relation to the past. In this way the quanti-
tative aspect of history—the question of its universality or par-
ticularity—is defined by the conception of history as particular
in its content, as dealing with a special problem in historical
research, and universal in its form, as linking that problem up
with the whole extent of actual present-day life.

Attention may here be called to a special form, prominent
today, of the atternpt to combine particular history with uni-
versal history. Every particular history, or monograph, has
certain characteristics derived from the fact of its being a
monograph, and these it therefore has in common with all
other monographs. Just as a tragedy, according to Aristotle,
must have a certain size and must have a beginning, a middle,
and an end, so an historical monograph must begin some-
where, proceed through a definite course, and end somewhere.
Before its beginning and after its end there is darkness, that is
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to say, a context not studied by this monograph and not illu-
minated, on this occasion, by the light of historical thought.
The point of greatest illumination will probably fall in some
approximately central position, and on either side of this point
there will be a diminution of light due to the encroachment of
the surrounding darkness. Tn the early phases of the period,
we shall have only a very incomplete understanding of the
events owing to our ignorance of that out of which they are
developing: in the latest phases, we shall again partially fail to
understand them owing to our ignorance of that into which
they are turning. And this relative unintelligibility of the two
ends of the period under review will appear emotionally as a
relative uninterestingness or low degree of value:'® the begin-
ning will appear as a kind of dull, stupid, barbaric phase,
interesting only for its visible promise of what is to come out
of it; the end will appear as equally dull, stupid and barbaric,
but, this time, the barbarism will be not the primitive bar-
barism of youth but the sophisticated barbarism of decad-
ence,'®

In so far as certain monographic points of view become con-
ventionalized and fixed, this triple phase of primitive, mature,
and decaying civilization becomes, in certain cases, an
accepted dogma. Today, there are various historical periods

'* “This sentence is underlined in the menuscript.

¢ On the opposite page, dated 1935, the following statement was added:
‘Emotionally is wrong. The point is, I think, that history (in spite of the con-
trary opinion of the “pure scholarship™ school) is never composed simply of
judgements of fact (such and such a thing happened): there iz always
involved a judgement of value. 1 think that the judgement of value tends to
become positive in proportion as the events studied are more and more
clearly understood: from which proposition the consequences in the text will
follow.

If it is asked, why should there be any judgement of value? The answer is
not merely psychologieal (i.e. that in fact we simply shouldn’t, and couldn’,
seriously study anything that did not arouse our sympathy and éam our
approval: this is the question what we think worth studying or historically
important). Tt is also, that if we re-enact the past in our own thought, the past
thought which we re-enact is seen in re-thinking it as valid. (This is Croce's
doctrine of the positivity of history, which wants careful stating.) The more
adequately we re-enact the past, the more valid we see it to be: hence the dif-
ferential result, What we judge negatively as error or evil in history is what
we fail to understand.’

T
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which are thus fixed into organized unities by a monographic
point of view: thus, we are in the habit of regarding the Greek
world as arising out of primitiveness in the eighth to the sixth
centuries, culminating in a classical phase in the fifth, and
lapsing into decay in the fourth, with the collapse of the city-
state and the growth of Hellenism. Again, we are in the habit
of recognizing a classical phase of medieval culture, repre-
sented in especial by the plastic art of the Gothic cathedral,
which arises out of the primitive barbarism of the dark ages
and passes into the sophisticated barbarism of decaying
medievalism.

When a number of such periods are recognized, they may be
collected into a single scheme by the conception of historical
cycles. The theory is invented that history moves through a
regular succession of waves, in which culture periodically cul-
minates in classical phases of perfection, reached by primitive
phases in which it is emerging from barbarism and succeeded
by decadent phases in which the classical energy and purity
are giving way to mechanical apathy and confusion. And
remarkable feats of ingenuity may be performed in the
attempt to work out a system of cycles, tracing the parallels
between one and another and the peculiarities which distin-
guish each from the rest.

Such attempts are vain. Essentially, they are based on the
fallacy of tacking one monograph externally to another and so
!mping to arrive at universal history. If two monographs—for
instance, one on Greek culture and one on ‘Magian"—to use a
conception familiarized by Spengler—instead of being merely
tacked together, were thought out into a single whole, the
transition from one period to the other being carefully traced
and the relations between them adequately studied, we should
no longer have a pair of waves, we should have a single wave.
And conversely, if instead of being content with the conven-
tional adulation of the fifth century at the expense of every-
thing before it and after it, we devoted a little specialized
study to the Hellenistic period, we should find in this period a
character and an excellence of its own, and should be forced to
regard it in certain respects as a culmination of tendencies
w}fich in the fifth century had not vet outgrown the stage of
primitiveness.

—
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It is certainly true that everything which is realized in the
historical process comes into being and passes away through
certain phases of growth and decay. In that sense, the idea of
all history as made up of c¢ycles each exhibiting a triple phase
is correct. And it is also true that the various aspects or ele-
ments of a single culture change together: so thatr the charac-
teristic qualities of the poetry of a period are also visible in its
architecture and politics and science, But every historical
change is a change in both directions at once. It is the growth
of what comes after, and the decay of what comes before; and
it is also the perfection of itself. It is only when we are unable
to free ourselves from the accidents of historical specialization
as practised conventionally in our own time, that we see one of
these aspects and are blind to the rest.

11I. Relation

Every historical work, as we have now seen, deals with a par-
ticular and limited problem, and is thus, as we have called it, a
monograph. But such a treatise has a universal as well as a par-
ticular aspect: for the particular and limited problem is, to the
person whose mind is concentrated upon it, the only genuine
problem in existence. Into this problem he pours all his tech-
nical resources, and he illuminates it with the light of all the
history he knows. Thus the whole of history is concentrated
into this one monograph and it becomes a history of the world
from a special point of view.

The monograph has both a unity and a plurality in its com-
position. As a unity, it is a single narrative, artistically and log-
ically bound up into a whole; subjectively, it is one treatise;
objectively, it is about one thing. As a plurality, it consists of a
number of statements attaching predicates to that one thing.
The one thing is an event: for instance, the French Revolu-
tion, or the Wars of the Rases, or the Evolution of the Pointed
Arch. This is called the subject of the monograph, because it
is the logical subject of all the statements contained in it—they
are all statements about the French Revolution or whatever it
may be. But this event is a complex thing, consisting of many
aspects, each aspect being itself an event: and to write the his-
tory of the single event is to enumerate the various events that

*

T

OUTLINES OF A PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 473

com?osed it. A history of the Wars of the Roses will therefore
consist of an enumeration of the various campaigns, battles,
and so forth which went to constitute these wars: each battle
being sufficiently described to individualize its contribution to
the whole narrative.

From this point of view, the monograph as a whole is a sum
ot: patts, each part being so designed as to make its proper con-
tl:lbution to the whole, and the whole being simply the orga-
mized system of parts. For instance, we should describe the
battle of Trafalgar in different ways according as we were
composing a treatise on naval tactics, on the Napoleonic Wars,
on the life of Nelson, or on the influence of sea-power on his-
tory. Or we might be simply composing a monograph on the
batFle of Trafalgar, which would demand a different treatment
again. Thus the whole must precede the part, in this sense,
that the part must be thought out in relation to the whole. The
converse 1s not true. The whole is not thought out in relation
to the part. The whole simply is the mutual organization of
the parts. For instance, an history of the Napoleonic Wars
contains nothing except accounts of the various operations
which collectively go by that name. The whole, then, is a reg-
ulative scheme dictating the details of the work:!? apart from
the details, it is a mere abstraction, or, at most, a name for
someone’s intention of writing an historical work, or the bare
fact that someone has done so.

.The:* practical consequence of this is that, in composing an
?nstoncal work, the first thing to do is to decide upon a sub-
ject. This may seem a truism; but people sometimes fall into
the error of allowing history to compose itself by adding essay
to essay, hoping that if the essays more or less ‘cover the
ground' of a certain period the resulting book will be an his-
tory of that period. This is the fault, already mentioned, of
tz:lckmg monographs together externally; to avoid it, the histo-
rign must begin with the idea of his work as a whole, and
develop every part in relation to this whole. If a fragment
composed without reference to the whole is incorporated in
the structure, it will destroy the unity of the fabric unless it is
so modified as to be brought into focus with the rest of the

17 . . . f
This sentence is underlined in the manuscript,
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work. That this is the case with a work of art is notorious; and
it is therefore obvious that it must apply to an historical work
in so far as that is literature, But it applies no less to history as
history. It would be absurd to suggest that any account of the
battle of Trafalgar, so long as it was accurate, would do as well
as any other to fill a place in a history of the Napoleonic Wars;
every historian will recognize that the significance of this bat-
tle from the standpoint of the Napolecnic Wars is not the
same thing as its significance from the standpoint of the biog-
raphy of Nelson, and that a perfectly accurate account of it
from the latter standpoint would be valueless, or indeed mis-
leading and therefore inaccurate, from the former,

Granted the ideality of history, this is intelligible enough:
for on that theory, the truth about an event is relative to the
point of view from which one approaches it, and an account of
an event written from a wrong point of view is therefore not
merely irrelevant but false, for the giving of it amounts to
claiming that it is relevant, and this misleads the reader and
makes him seem to see connexions where there are none,

The various parts of a treatise, however, are not only related
to the whole: they are related to each other. Primarily, they are
related chronologically: they state a temporal sequence and
therefore constitute a narrative. But the relation between them
is very far from being merely chronological. They constitute
not merely a sequence but a process. Each part leads to the
one which follows and rests on the one which precedes.

In a sense it may be said that this process is a chain of causes
and effects, each event being the cause of the one after and the
effect of the one before it. And certainly it is true that each is
in some sense the condition of the one after, and conditioned
by the one before. Had it been legitimate to speak of the nebu-
lar hypothesis or the theory of geological epochs as history, we
should have had examples of historical processes which were
strictly causal. But we have seen that all history is the history
of thought. A thought can never be either an effect or a cause;
but thoughts may form a sequence of conditioned and condi-
tioning elements. For instance, in a game of chess, it is
because White has moved in a particular way that Black
replies with a particular move: and this again determines the
next move of White. But this determination is not causal.
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What happens is that White’s move places Black in a certain
situation, and in this situation there is only one move by which
Black can avoid defeat: in order to avoid defeat, he therefore
chooses to make that move, and this again creates a new situa-
tion for White. It is only because each is a free and intelligent
agent that he acts as he does; what is said to determine his act
only creates a situation in which he exercises his freedom and
intelligence.

This is the nature of historical sequence. Every event, so far
as that event is an expression of human thought, is a conscious
reaction to a situation, not the effect of a cause. This reaction
in turn originates a new situation, and a new reaction follows.
But the only reason why a given situation leads to a given
action is that the agent is guided by certain principles: in the
case of chess, the rules of the game. Apart from these rules, his
reaction to his opponent’s move would have no meaning and
would be unintelligible: but if you know the rules of the game
and know that he wants to win, you can see why he moved as
he did; unless indeed his move was due to an oversight, in
which case the best you can do is to understand what he
meant, but failed, to achieve.

The principles here referred to are different from the causal
laws of natural science in that they do not operate except con-
sciously. It is only because the player knows the rules of the
game that the rules of the game explain his moves. Conse-
quently these principles cease to operate when people cease to
think of them; and therefore they are themselves historical
phenomena, It is the task of the historian to discover what
principles guided the persons whose actions he is studying,
and not to assume that these have always been the same.

To forget this is to fall into the error of naturalistic or mate-
rialistic history: a history which replaces principles by causal
laws, and assumes that these laws, like the laws of nature, are
constant. The result is that historical sequences are converted
falsely into causal sequences, and the historian loses his grasp
both on the free and intelligent character of the acts which he
is narrating, the parts of his subject, and also on the individu-
ality of this subject as a whole, as a particular historical fact
with a character and physiognomy of its own. If the determin-
ing forces in history were unchangeable natural laws, every

—
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pericd of history would be just like every other except in
merely external and irrelevant details; it would be nature, and
nature has no history. What individualizes historical periods is
the diversity of the principles on which men act; but the his-
torical materialist is obliged to deny this diversity and impose
upoen all men alike a single uniform set of motives and springs
of action.

The excuse for falling into this error lies in the fact that in
one sense all rational beings do, and must, act on the same
principles: the principles which define what rationality is. Tt is
necessary therefore to distinguish between two kinds of prin-
ciples: these universal and necessary principles, apart from
obedience to which there is no such thing as action at all, and
others, which may be called empirical principles, which can be
changed without such consequence. To take an example: dif-
ferent political organizations may differ very widely in their
positive laws; one community may make it compulsory to
drive on the right of the road, another on the left; and the his-
torian ought to keep count of such differences. But all political
organizations must agree in making laws and enforcing them,
however inefficiently they do these things. It may be optional
what laws, in detail, we have; but it is not optional that we
must have some laws, and, having them, insist on their being
obeyed.

Two complementary errors are therefore possible: the error
of regarding as necessary what is really optional, and the error
of regarding as optional what is really necessary. The first we
have already mentioned. The second is the error advocated by
those who, anxious to distinguish sharply between the workings
of the civilized and the uncivilized mind, assert that the savage
does not think logically as we do, but has other laws which take
the place, in his mind, which the fundamental laws of logic take
in ours. These so-called laws are in fact not laws at all; they are
empirical descriptions of certain types of error to which all men
are prone, whether civilized or uncivilized; and a very little
clear thinking is sufficient to show that person who falls
mto errors of this type is just as loyal to the laws of identity,
contradiction, and excluded middle as the most highly trained
scientist.

The chronological sequence of events, which, as we have

T
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seen, is also a logical sequence of reactions to situations, might
seem capable of stretching out infinitely in both directions and
so producing a universal history in (so to speak) one dimen-
sion. Obviously this is a false idea. Granted a single thread of
this kind, it will cross and re-cross other threads, and there
will also be threads which, so far as one can see, will never
come into contact with it at all. Plainly, history as a whole can-
not consist of a single narrative, recounting a single one-
dimensional series of events. But it is equally plain that it
cannot consist of any number, however large, of such one-
dimensional narratives. This is because a sequence of this kind
is discoverable only within a period whose limits have already
been laid down. When we have determined the subject of our
historical study, we can arrange its parts chronologically; but
to suppose that the chronological sequence thus established is
a selection from an infinite chronological sequence existing
ready-made, like a road along one part of which we elect to
make a journey, is to repeat the error of conceiving historical
fact as something having actual existence. Because historical
fact is ideal, those parts or aspects of it which we are not
studying do not exist; what exists is the abstract possibility
that we might have been studying them. This abstract possi-
bility is the only kind of reality that attaches to chronological
schemes and abstracts of history in general. These things are
enumerations—very incomplete enumerations—of the various
ways in which we might employ ourselves in historical
thought. They resemble guide-books regatrded as lists of pos-
sible excursions; but they do not resemble them regarded as
descriptions of actual places.

An actually thought-out chronological scheme, then, exists
only as the organization of detail within an historical mono-
graph. Thus there is a certain resemblance between the
chronological structure of an historical monograph, and the
rhythmical structure of a symphony. The time-beats of a sym-
phony do not go on ad infinitum before the music begins and
after it ends; they form an organization which exists only in
the symphony itself. They serve to articulate the symphony
as a whole; and it is only when we have the symphony as a
whole before us (as the composer must have it, and every
really intelligent hearer does have it}, with its successive parts
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s0 interpenetrating one another that each colours the rest and
gives them their peculiar significance, that the rhythmical
structure becomes intelligible and visibly necessary. Thus the
parts of a symphony, though they are certainly played at dif-
ferent times, are seen as parts of the same symphony only
when the listener overcomes this difference of time by being
conscious of all the parts at once. This may seem recondite,
but it is a very simple and very familiar fact. It is because the
rhythm and key of the first subject continue to ring in one's
head that the contrasting thythm and key of the second sub-
ject are felt to be significant; and to a person who knows the
symphony well, it is in part because he knows how the second
subject is going to contrast with it that he appreciates the
meaning of the first subject—a fact which, under the name of
Sophoclean irony, is 2 commonplace of dramatic theory. The
downfall of Oedipus, though it has not yet happened, is felt by
every instructed spectator to overshadow his greatness. In that
sense, the parts of the play are simultaneously experienced,
though successively performed.

The substance of an historical monograph must be simulta-
neously experienced in the same way. What appears chrono-
logically as a sequence must appear as a simultaneocus whole in
the historian’s thought. He is recounting the history of Gothic
architecture: he must see in each phase of that history the fruit
of what has gone before and the seed of what is to come. He
must feel the earlier phases as preparing the way for the later,
and the later as explaining the true meaning of the earlier. He
must, in a word, see the inner structure of his subject as a
development. ’

T'his conception of development, or progress, defines a nec-
essary character of every historical period, where period
means a particular subject of historical study—the subject-
matter of 4 monograph. Development is only possible where
there is unity: there must be one thing that develops, and
when it changes into something that is not recognizably the
same, it cannot any longer be said to be developing. Develop-
ment also implies a plurality of phases within the process; and
it further implies that the process brings out by degrees some
characteristic of the one thing which at first was not clear.
Development is an ideal process, not an actual process: it
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consists in something’s becoming more and more intelligible.
Similarly, progress is an ideal process, Crudely and falsely
conceived, it consists of something's getting absolutely better
and better; an idea which is obviously false, because to get bet-
ter from one point of view means to get worse from another.
But progress relatively to a certain conception of that which is
progressing is intelligible enough. If I have a certain concep-
tion of what science is, then I may be able to say that science
progressed in the nineteenth century; that is to say, my history
of nineteenth-century science may show it as becoming more
and more scientific. If I had a different conception of what sci-
ence is, I might have been obliged to say that it was becoming
less and less scientific. Now, if I take my conception of science
from the nineteenth century itself, I must necessarily say that
science in the nineteenth century progressed: for that merely
amounts to saying that nineteenth-century science had an
ideal of its own and progressively realized that ideal in its
development.

Progress is universal because ideals are always progressively
realized. A people which fails to realize a certain ideal is a peo-
ple which does not regard that as an ideal. Ideals are the prin-
ciples which persons and communities set before themselves
to guide their actions; if they really set these before them-
selves, their actions are really guided by them. If their actions
are not guided by them, they are guided by some other princi-
ples, and these are their ideals. This is obscured by the
hypocrisy which leads men to conceal their real ideals and do
lip-service to others; but when that is seen through, the truth
is clear enough.

Now when we isolate a period of history for study, we do so
in virtue of a unity or homogeneity which we see it to possess.
Since all history is the history of thought, this unity is a unity
of thought—a unity in the thought of the persons whose
actions form our period. That is to say, it is a unity of princi-
ples or ideals. Our history of the period is at bottom the his-
tory of these ideals. From the point of view of these ideals, the
narration of the history reveals it as a development: that is, the
actions which make up the period progressively show what the
ideals in question are, just as the actions of a tragedy progres-
sively show what the plot (or ideal unity) of the tragedy is.

*
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And this development is a progress because, as the period
advances, it becomes clearer and clearer to the historian what
these ideals were, and therefore the actions of the characters
more and more strikingly conform to them.

A special case, and one which has excited most discussion, is
that of the recent past—the past immediately leading up to the
present. In this case, as in every other, the history of the
period shows a progressive realization of the ideals of that
period. But in this case the ideals are our own; for we stand in,
or on the edge of, the period itself, It is therefore exceptionally
easy to see that there is progress. A person who glances over
the history of Roman politics from the Gracchi to the
Antonines does not see that it exhibits progress, unless he is
able to grasp and sympathize with the Roman political ideals
of the period; and this requires some study and some breadth
of mind. But everybody, by being born and bred in a certain
period, learns to accept the great majority of that period’s
ideals, however much he may rebel against it in detail. There-
fore everybody who glances over the history of the immediate
past must see in it the development of his own ideals, and
therefore must regard it as a period of progress. People who
deny that they can detect progress in the recent past are people
who exaggerate the extent of their own rebellion against the
ideals of the present; and since every man of thoughtful and
independent mind has in him an element of this rebellion, no
thoughtful and independent man can describe the immediate
past as a period of progress without certain reservations;
because he sees it as, in part, the growth of the things against
which he has to fight. The fact is, that the ideals of the imme-
diate past are never quite our own, but only very like our own;
and therefore, to see this period as one of progress, we must
take pains to distinguish between its ideals and ours, and to
judge it by its own standards.

Progress, then, is universal in the sense that a narrative of
any particular historical period as it proceeds, reveals more
and more clearly the nature of that period’s ideals; and it is by
these ideals that it ought to be judged. It does not follow that
the next period will be still better according to the same stan-
dards. On the contrary, it will certainly be worse; and at the
same time, according to its own standards, better. But to hold

OUTLINES OF A PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 481

two periods together in this way side by side for comparison is
bad history. If two periods are thought of together, they must
be fused into one period and their common characteristics
brought to light. If they have no common characteristics, it is
idle even to compare them, No one would wish to compare
any two things, unless he thought he detected something in
common between them. But by bringing to light these comn-
mon characteristics one is treating the two periods in question
as articulations of one single period, and their ideals as modifi-
cations of a common ideal. And if anyone can really manage to
treat all history from, say, 3000 B.C. to A.D. 1900 as a single
period, grasped in a single act of thought and expounded in a
monograph (instead of grasping various of its parts as periods,
and expounding it in a series of disjointed monographic
essays), he will certainly see it, in the same way, as a progres-
sive development of a single ideal. It is certain that no living
historian can do this; perhaps no one ever will; but it is by no
means certain that some historian might not select from this
vast period one single limited aspect and treat the whole
period as a genuine unity from that limited point of view, One
may recall the fact that Kant's idea of universal history was
conceived exclusively ‘from a cosmopolitan (welthiirgerlich)
point of view'; that is to say, he threw out the suggestion that
the idea of cosmopolitan citizenship could be treated (by a
very learned and very philosophical historian—not by himself)
as the subject-matter of an essay covering the whole of
recorded history. And if it were so treated, he saw, and saw
rightly, that the narrative would be a narrative of progress, of
the gradual consolidation of an ideal whose presence in one
form or another could be traced throughout that period.

In any other sense than this, progress is an illusion, To sup-
pose that the world will go on getting better according to our
own peculiar ideas of goodness, is to be beyond the reach of
reason. Of one thing we may be certain: our posterity will live
in a world which corresponds to their ideals quite as well as
this, in which we live, corresponds to ours.

e ———— e e e
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IV. Modality

The fourth question to be dealt with concerns the certainty of
history, the nature of the grounds on which it rests, and its
status as genuine knowledge, This question, from the point of
view of the realism and empiricism which go to make up the
theories of knowledge now fashionable, has been already
answered: for, according to those theories, knowledge as such
is knowledge of an object which is actual independently of the
knowing; and, since the whole of our discussion hitherto has
turned on the conception of the ideality of history, we stand
irrevocably committed to the view that, on a realistic or
empiricist theory, the historian has nothing to know and
therefore his thought is not knowledge.

The ideality of history is so obvious and undeniable a truth,
that realist and empiricist philosophers habitually treat history
with coolness or even positive hostility. They find themselves
most at home in dealing with the theory of perception, where
it seems clear that the object is actual and in some sense inde-
pendent of the percipient; and it is easy for them to make out a
case for applying their views to natural science, where there is
always a perceptible object being observed and experimented
with, or even to pure mathematics, where they can hypostatize
numbers and so forth and claim an intellectual intuition of
these entities. In the case of history, this method breaks down,
and the realist finds himself on the homs of a dilemma. Either
he has to set his face against all historical thought as a form of
illusion, which is easy to do by way of obiter dicta, but impos-
sible to do in a consistent and reasoned manner, owing to the
impossibility of explaining how the illusion reaches such an
extraordinary level of consistency and apparent scientific per-
fection; or else he has to assert that the object of historical
thought is not the past at all, but a trace or residue of the past
mn the present. The latter is at present the orthodox empiricist
view of memory, and would no doubt be applied to history if
empiricists and realists thought history a thing worth theoriz-
ing about. But it is obvious that any such view is bankrupt
from the beginning. The whole of the present consists of
traces or residues of the past, for the present is that into which
the past has turned, and the past was that which has turned
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into the present. To speak, therefore, of traces of the past in
the present is to speak of the present and nothing but the pre-
sent. The psychologists who would ‘explain’ memory by
referring to such traces of the past, are putting forward a the-
orv which, at best, would account for certain hallucinations
like the apparent swaying of the land after a rough sea-voyage;
but it could never explain why there is a difference between
thinking that the land sways and remembering that the ship
swayed.

The view which will here be maintained has something in
common with both horns of this dilemma. We shall see that, if
the purpose of history is to know the past, to become
acquainted with things as they actually happened, which is
what the realist necessarily supposes to be its purpose, then
history is certainly an illusion. We shall then see that actual
historical thought is intimately bound up with traces of the
past in the present.

If anvone thinks that he can, by historical research, discover
what the past was like in its actuality and completeness, a very
little reflexion on the conditions of historical research will
undeceive him. All he can do is to interpret the evidence at his
command. He will, if he is a very uncritical soul, assume that
the evidence which happens to have reached him is a fair sam-
ple of what has been lost; and that the past which he recon-
structs from these fragments is the past as it really was. But it
must be difficult for anyone to be so uncritical as this. Most
historians realize very plainly that, the more fragmentary their
evidence is, the more fragmentary must be their knowledge of
the past; that the gaps between these fragments of knowledge
cannot be filled by legitimate inference, and must not be filled
by imagination; and that an overwhelming majority of past
events must remain permanently unknown and unknowable.
But most historians also realize that the past is not a plurality
of atomic incidents, any one of which may be ‘known’ in an
adequate way without the rest, but a whole in which parts are
so related as to explain one another and render one another
intelligible. It follows that, the more extensive our ignorance
concerning the past is, the more infected with misunderstand-
ing and error will be our knowledge of those fragments which
we claim to know. But when one thinks how wvast is the extent

*
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of our ignorance even concerning the last general election, or
the life of Gladstone, or the reign on which one has just writ-
ten a successful prize essay, one cannot shut one’s eyes to the
fact that, even in the most favourable cases, one’s ignorance is
infinite, and one’s historical knowledge consists only of a few
atoms lost in the void of endless space. It is necessary to reflect
carefully on this point, because we are apt to think that we
know ‘all about’ something, that is to say, possess a complete
knowledge of it, when we know all that is known about it; we
mistake the coincidence between our information and the
extant information for a coincidence between our information
and the object. Once this confusion is cleared up, no historian
would hesitate to say that, even in the period he knows best,
there are infinities of things he does not know for every one
that he does.

Certainly, then, history is an illusion, if it means knowledge
of the past in its actuality and completeness. But does it really
mean that? It is easy to answer the question by experiment.
Take an historian who has made a special study of the battle of
Waterloo: and ask him the name of the hundredth man to be
put out of action by musketry fire. He will not be able to
answer; but the question is, will he be disconcerted by his
inability, or not? He will not; he will think it a silly question,
and will be rather annoyed at your asking it instead of taking
the opportunity to discuss all the interesting problems con-
cerning the battle on which he has something to say. This
proves that he does not want to obtain a complete knowledge
of the battle of Waterloo in all its details; he knows, and
accepts the fact, that his knowledge of it is and must always be
a partial knowledge; he confesses, or rather he contends, that
it 18 not the purpose of history to know the past in its actuality
and completeness. He thereby implies that its purpose is
something else,

Suppose you pressed him to explain why he was not inter-
ested in the name of the hundredth man. He would reply that
there is nothing about it in the records of the battle, and that
his business as an historian is to study and interpret these
records. Now these records, which may be of various kinds—
despatches, correspondence, descriptions by eve-witnesses or
from hearsay, even tombstones and objects found on the bat-

T
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tlefield—are traces left by the past in the present. Any aspect
or incident of the battle which has left no trace of itself must
remain permanently unknown; for the historian’s business can
go no further than reconstituting those elements of the past
whose traces in the present he can perceive and decipher.

In this sense history is the study of the present and not of
the past at all. The documents, books, letters, buildings, pot-
sherds, and flints from which the historian extracts all he
knows, all he can ever know, about the past, are things existing
in the present. And if they in turn perish—as, for instance, the
writings of an historian may perish—they in turn become
things of the past, which must leave their traces in the present
if he is to have any knowledge of them. These traces must be
something more than mere effects. They must be recognizable
effects; recognizable, that is, to the historian, It is conceivable
that nothing in the past fails to leave an effect somewhere in
the present; that the last thought that flitted through the mind
of a dying man left some trace in his brain-cells, which left
some trace in his cremated ashes; but until we leamn how to
read these traces they are not historical evidence, because they
cannot be recognized and interpreted; and therefore, relatively
to our present knowledge, we must say that this thought left
no trace whatever.

The historian is bound by his evidence. His business is to
interpret it, and not to reconstitute any past to which it does
not point him. In the abstract, the whole present world con-
sists of traces of the past, and of the whole past; theoretically
therefore (in the common and false sense of the word) any part
of the present can be used as evidence, complete and sufficient
evidence, for a universal history. Practically, which means
truly, evidence is only evidence when it is interpreted; and this
means that someone must interpret it. But first of all he must
look for it; and this means that he must have in his mind a
question which he is trying to answer. The question must be
what we have called the subject of an historical monograph.
Only when such a subject has been envisaged, as an historical
problem, can there be such a thing as evidence; for evidence
means facts relevant to a question, pointing towards an
answer, It is therefore an inversion of the truth to describe
the world as a solid block of evidence on every conceivable

—
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historical question; until a question has been asl.ced, there is. no
evidence for it; and since any question is a partlc-ular question,
a question selected from armong possible questions, the evi-
dence bearing on it consists of particular facts, the_rest being
irrelevant to it. Hence it is necessary to select or discover the
evidence, as well as to interpret it."® .

This is familiar ground. Every historian kr}ows th'fzt evi-
dence, even the most complete and striking evidence, is con-
vincing and indeed significant only to one who'approaf:hes it
with the right question in his mind. In following a difficult
piece of reasoning, expounded to one by a person who h:_as
made an historical discovery, it happens over and over again
that one’s success in apprehending the d_rift of the' argument
depends on one’s being able to ask the right questions at the
crucial points; and conversely, it is easy to see that people. who
are unconvinced by such an exposition fail to be convinced
because they do not see what the questions at issue are. T'hey
hope to be convinced if they merely come with an open mind;
forgetting that an open mind means a mind w}nch is not bent
on getting a definite answer to a definite question, and that, to
such a mind, the clearest evidence is meaningless.

This shows the difference hetween the principles of the the-
ory of memory criticized above and those of the present theory
of history. The empiricist theory of memory 1s content to
observe that certain elements in the present are effects.nf the
past: and it jumps to the conclusion that in being conscious of
these elements the mind is ipso facto remembering or appre-
hending the past. But the traces of the past in the present are
revelations of the past only to a mind which approaches them
with a resolve to treat them as evidence of the past. Mere
observation of the present, however much the present may be
the effect of the past, would never arouse in the mind th'e 1Flea
of the past. The idea of the past must be possessed a priori by

** A later addition on the opposite page reads:_".l'he quest-:ion whfclf tl'{e
historian asks is a question which only he can ask: it is a ftfnctllon of his mc_ll-
viduality, and therefore of his generation. It expresses, in its own spe.m.al
way, the attitude of mind, both theoretical and practical, that is chamctens;xc
of his own age. This is why no generation can ever take over, ready-made,
the historical conclusions of an earlier genera.non—lt. rejects them r}ol.
because they are false but because they do not tell it what it wants to know.
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the mind: only so, approaching the present, can it agk the
question ‘what does this tell me about the past?’ and, until that
is asked, nothing is told.

From this point of view the question as to the certainty of
history appears in a new light. The historian cannot have cer-
tain knowledge of what the past was in its actuality and com-
pleteness; but neither has he uncertain knowledge of this, or
even conjecture or imagination of it, The past in its actuality
and completeness is nothing to him; and, as it has finished
happening, it is nothing in itself: so his ignorance of it is no
loss. The only knowledge that the historian claims is knowl-
edge of the answer which the evidence in his possession gives
to the question he is asking. And the question itself is relative
to the evidence, as the evidence is to the question: for, just as
nothing is evidence unless it gives an answer to a question
which somebody asks, so nothing is a genhuine question unless
it is asked in the belief that evidence for its answer will be
forthcoming. A question which we have no materials for
answering is not a genuine question; such a question is never
asked by the historian, unless inadvertently; and his inability
to answer it, if anyone asks it of him, is a sign, not of his
incompetence, but precisely of his competence: it is a sign that
he knows his business.

The certainty of history, then, is the certainty that the evi-
dence in our possession points to one particular answer to the
question we ask of it. This truth is partly expressed by the
opinion—a false opinion, but with an element of truth in it—
that the business of the historian is to hand on a tradition of
information that has come down to him from the past: that he
learns a story from his informants, and repeats that story,
combined no doubt at his discretion with others, in his histori-
cal works.

To say that would be to ignore the element of spontaneous,
critical, independent thought which is contained more or less
in all hjstory, and most in that which most deserves the name.
Ignoring that, history is regarded as the repeating of stories,
handed down from generation to generation, laid up in the
memory of man or compiled by him into written volumes, out
of which they may be copied and translated and re-combined
bv other men indefinitely. The historian's sources are, from

*
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this point of view, ‘authorities’, that is to say, places »Ivhere. he
finds his statements ready-made; his equipment consists sim-
ply of a retentive memory, and his methods of work are com-
ised in scissors and paste. . '
prt’\sf‘[e:n;?:::)ple, even gome historiafns, believe :that -thls is a f:alr
description of history. They think that historical writing
means copying out selected passages from trustworthy au'thor-
ities, and that to be a good histonal.l means remembering a
great many things that you have read in s:uch books. And tl}e];e
is a good deal in this; at any rate, it describes one feature with-
out which neither history nor any other i"orm of thought can
arise—namely, blind reliance on authont:y_ and the passive
acceptance of ideas which one lacks the abl'hty or the m_clma-
tion to criticize. But it is just as true of science as of hlston’r.
Scientists often copy each other’s ideas, l_)orrow each other's
formulae, and describe each other’s experiments; small blaeme
to them; if they did not, they would waste a great deal of time
that might be better spent. But this passive acceptance of
second-hand results is not science; it is, 'at most, th_e means of
laying down a solid foundation in the r!:n_nd, on wh.lch a stru;:l-
ture of genuine, that is original and critical, scientific thought
can be built. Similarly historians passively accept a great dea.al
of what they find other historians saying; but this acceptance is
not history, it is only an elementary or nursery stage of histori-
ducation. . .
Ca!l‘ehe real business of history begins when this <.i(?gmat1c
stage is left behind and historical thought becomes.crmcal. At
this stage, authorities vanish and we are left w1tl.1 sources
instead.'? The difference is that whereas an aut}}ornty mal.{es
statements which we accept and repeat, a source is someth1.ng
which enables us to make a statement of our own, Ir{ using
authorities we are passive, in using sources we are active. In
authorities we find history ready-made, in sources we find the
materials out of which we have to make it for f)urselves. {\n
authority must, because it gives us ready—rpade hlsto.ry, consist
of statements: that is, it must be couched in words:, it must Pe
a book or a discourse or an inscription or the like. And its

** On the opposite page of the manuscript, added at a later date, are the
words: ‘we must cross-question the evidence (cf. Bacon}—not merely luter‘: to
it—This destroys the conception of authorities and leads to that of seurces.
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essence, as authoritative, consists in the fact that we take its
Statements as true and incorporate them into the body of our
own historical beliefs. If we cease to take its statements as
true, and criticize them; consider whether they really are true,
try to read between the lines, ask ourselves what the speaker is
concealing and by what motives he is induced to say what he
does; then the written or spoken word ceases to be an author-
ity and becomes a source. But when we have learnt to do this,
we can use other things as sources, beside written and spoken
words. The tone of voice, the involuntary gestures, of a wit-
ness giving evidence; the grammar and vocabulary, the script,
the paper of a document; even the gestures of a person not giv-
ing evidence and the materials and form of something not
meant for a document; all these can now be used with equally
valuable results as historical sources,

There is no distinction of principle between written and
unwritten sources. The distinction which is really meant,
when people draw this distinction, is between authorities and
sources. It is thought to be easier to use written sources than
unwritten; and it is gravely doubted whether history can exist
at all where written sources are altogether lacking; on their
presence or absence is based the distinction between history,
with its certainty and explicitness, and the twilight of prehis-
tory. But in all these cases the question at issue is whether crit-
ical history is possible, or whether the historian must remain
for ever in his nursery stage. It is easier to use written sources
than unwritten, simply and solely because written sources can
be used as authorities, copied out instead of being criticized,
swallowed whole instead of being thought over. If written
sources are used as sources, criticized instead of being dog-
matically accepted, they are not a bit easier to use than unwrit-
ten. To say that written sources are easier to use than
unwritten is like saying that it is easier to swim in your depth
than out of it; because you can swim with one foot on the
ground, if you call that swimming. Again, the doubt whether
history can dispense with written sources at all, merely means
that perhaps history cannot dispense with authorities, whose
statements can be copied out uncritically, to act as an uncriti-
cized foundation for a critical superstructure. And here again
we detect the theory that no one can swim out of his depth—

——_-
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now modified, so as to assert only that the swimmer must be
allowed to touch bottom every few strokes. The advocates of
such a theory ought to agree as to the maximum number of
strokes permissible between touch and touch: in other wm:ds.
how far exactly can one go without falling back on authority?
Finally, the alleged uncertainty of prehistory consists merely
in the fact that prehistory knows no authorities, only sources.
Here the historian is frankly thrown in out of his tflepth; and
the orthodox opinion among our professional historians seems
in favour of giving him up for lost. £ pur si muove; prehlsto.ry
has achieved enormous triumphs in the last fifty years; its
position is now so secure that it can face without serious per-
turbation even the situation of a wholesale forgery of objects
whose genuineness is sworn to by several eminent men learned
in other branches of scholarship than prehistory. The Glo?el
affair is the happiest possible augury for the future of preh.ls-
toric studies; the quiet, almost taciturn, certainty with which
every prehistorian saw through the fraud proves that we are
here standing on ground which will not shift beneath our feet,
and vindicates the claim of historical thought to have got clear
of the nursery. - |
This claim rests on the possession of means to criticize
sources and extract history from them; and this implies, on th.e
part of the historian, a technical equipment of th.e kind .that is
generally called scientific. No such equipment is required to
enable people o swallow whole or copy out what otl.lers ha‘:e
said; and it is therefore the presence or absence of this techni-
cal equipment that marks most clearly the distinction be:cween
an active and critical history, using sources, and a passive or
dogmatic history accepted from authorities. Critical history
classifies its sources into groups, and then subdivides these
groups, framing rules for the manipulation of the various sub-
divisions. Taken as a whole, this technique is an abstract or
classificatory science, which has no general name, unless that
of archaeology is used for it, and is subdivided into numerous
departmental sciences such as palaeogra;?hy. numismatics,
epigraphy, and so forth. These archaeological sciences are a
sine gua non of critical history. They are not themselves h!s-
tory; they are only methods of dealing with the sources of his-
tory; but without them history cannot pass beyond the
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dogmatic or nursery stage. They form, as it were, the bones of
all historical thinking. History itself must be flexible, but it
must have rigid bones, unless it is to lose all power of indepen-
dent locomotion and become a parasite. Classificatory and
abstract thought is the negation of history, which is individual
and concrete through and through; but the concreteness of
history can only be reached through the abstractness of the
archaeological sciences.

Every advance in critical history rests on an advance in the
interpretation of evidence, that is, an advance in archaeologi-
cal science, Every advance in archaeological science consists in
the discovery that some class of facts can be made to vield his-
torical knowledge, which has hitherto yielded nome. The
archaeologist feeling his way towards new advances is con-
stantly asking himself whether this or that detail of script or
moulding or pottery can be proved characteristic of a certain
date or a certain origin; he collects instances, perhaps thou-
sands of instances, to test the suggestion, and may end by
committing himself to the generalization that this feature has a
definite significance. His fellow-archaeologists learn the new
idea very much as medical men learn a new method of diagno-
sis: partly by reading his papers, far more by personal contact
with the material and re-discovering the trick from his indica-
tions. That is what makes archaeology so tedious to people
who are not archaeologists. It seems to be contained in books
and reports, which, when one reads them, prove either upin-
telligible or flagrantly illogical. But these books and reports
are only indications, addressed to the trained man, how to
handle his material in order to get certain results; they are no
more truly archaeology than a surveyor's field-book is a map.

Archaeology is the methodology of history. An historian
innocent of all archaeology is an historian with no power of
genuine historical thought, able only to accept what he finds
his authorities saying. As soon as he begins to criticize his
authorities, he begins to develop methods of archaeological
work: bibliography, textual criticism, and so forth. But
archaeology, even in its widest possible acceptation, provides
only one side of the methodology required for historical work
that shall be fully critical. Archaeology is empirical methodol-
ogy; the methods of any archacological science are applicable

*
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only to a limited sphere, where materials of a certain type are
found. There is another methodology which is pure methodol-
ogy: the science which lays down universal canons of method
for dealing with all kinds of sources and constructing any kind
of narrative about any subject. This pure methodology is the
philosophy of history; a science dealing with the universal and
necessary characteristics of all historical thinking whatever,
and differentiating history from other forms of thought,

This science is practical, or methodological in the sense of
providing guidance in the pursuit of historical knowledge, in
that it studies what history everywhere and always is, and
therefore what history everywhere and always ought to be. It
is easy to object that, on this showing, history always is what it
ought to be, and therefore the philosophy of histery can have
no practical value. This would be true, were it not that people
who refrain from pursuing philosophical inquiries are gener-
ally more or less at the mercy of philosophical fallacies. Often
they are affected by a number of opposing fallacies, which in
the long run cancel out and do little to disturb their practical
life; but often, and especially in the case of people who pride
themselves on being logical thinkers and clear-headed men, a
single fallacy will impose itself and become an obsession,
uncompensated by any opposing forces, until irreparable
damage has been done.

Thus obsessed, logical thinkers have distorted history in
various directions. They have advocated historical material-
ism; they have destroyed the continuity of history by asserting
fantastic distinctions between the savage and civilized minds;
they have tried to reduce history to a science by suppressing
all that makes it history; they have invented the doctrine of
historical cycles; they have asserted a mechanical law of
progress; they have denied progress altogether; they have
committed a hundred fallacies of the same kind, each involv-
ing an error in the philosophy of history and each in conse-
quence falsifying the whole structure of their historical
thought.?® Most grievous error of all, they have been pre-

“® On the opposite page, added at a later date, Collingwood wrote: “I'o avoid
these consequences of bad philosophy there is no way except by finding a
better philosophy: in this sense the philosophy of history, as we have tried to
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vented from seeing the value, the logical solidity and intellec-
tual respectability, of historical studies, and have taken upon
themselves to denounce as vicious and philosophically sinful
an activity which is one of the universally necessary and uni-
versally pleasant occupations of the human mind. Philoso-
phers are not exempt from the general danger that besets
specialists, the danger of priggishness and pedantry; and
among philosophers these vices take the form of a tendency to
set themselves up as judges of the various practical and theo-
retical pursuits of mankind and to declare in sweeping terms
that art or religion or, in this case, history is a delusion and an
error. When pedantry runs wild in this sort of philosophical
crusade, it gives ground for more than a suspicion that the
fault is in the pedant’s own philosophy. For the pedant’s accu-
sations against the thing he is attacking are based on the
assumption that, at bottom, the thing in question is irrational
and therefore unworthy of attention on the part of rational
beings. But if it is really irrational, why does it exist? It is easy
to say that the people who pursue it are labouring under a
delusion; but this is mere idle recrimination unless [it] is
accompanied by some explanation of the sources and true
nature of the alleged error. Unless this explanation is given, no
one can object to the crude retort ‘you’re another’. If the
philosopher dogmatically pronounces history to be rooted
in error, he may be told that the error is precisely in his own
theory of what history is,

If, as Burke said in a famous passage, you cannot draw up
an indictment against a nation, a fortiori you cannot draw up
an indictment against an entire department of human experi-
ence. Those who profess themselves enemies of philosophy
are those who cherish a philosophy of their own which is so
unphilosophical that they instinctively hide it under a bushel
and protect it from the cold light of explicit thought. Those
who, being themselves philosophers, profess themselves ene-
mies of art or science or what not, and make this profession in
proper philosophical form by pronouncing what they dislike
to be irrational, are those who cherish a faulty philosophical

expound it here, acts as a practical guide to the logical problems of historical
thought.”

*
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theory of the thing they are attacking. It is quite easy to fall
into a philosophical error of a kind which involves, as a neces-
sary consequence, a faulty theory of this or that department of
human experience. For instance, a person whose theory of
knowledge reduced knowledge to terms of an irrational intu-
ition, might be a lover of art, but he would almost certainly
hold science in contempt. A person whose theory of knowl-
edge reduced knowledge to the apprehension of universal
essences might speak respectfully of science, but he would
have no use for history. But these hatreds show, not that
something is wrong with science or history, but that some-
thing is wrong with the person who hates it.

A thing like art or science or history does not ask for justifi-
cation at the hands of philosophy. It is capable of justifying
itself. The fact that numbers of people have worked at it for a
long time, building up between them a coherent system of
thoughts by means of methods devised and elaborated for the
special purposes of their pursuit, is itself the proof of its ratio-
nality. If anyone thinks otherwise, I do not know how to help
him except by inviting him to overhaul the fundamental ideas
on which his philosophy is based; and invitations to do any-
thing so arduous as this are generally refused. But nothing
short of this will bring ¢conviction: just as nothing short of this
would convince an astronomer that he was wrong if he said
that the orbits of the planets are rational things and a credit to
the law of universal gravitation, but that the orbits of comets
are a crying scandal and ocught to be prevented by a cosmic
police force, Astronomers realize that, so long as comets actu-
ally move in parabolic orbits, their business is to accept the
facts and reduce them to some kind of formula. But perhaps
this is only because astronomers are forced to recognize that it
is useless for them to preach at comets, whereas philosophers
are not always clear how far it is of use to preach at human
beings. And if they are too conceited to take seriously the
advice of Oliver Cromwell—‘I beseech you, brethren, think it
possible that ye may be mistaken'—they will make every one of
their own errors an excuse for preaching at the person or insti-
tution or practice about which they are in error.

The philosopher who sets out to theorize about human life
must accept human life, in the spirit in which Margaret Fuller
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‘accepted the universe’. This does not mean that he must
swallow it whole. He must understand it; and, in order to do
that, he must analyse and dissect it, and refuse to accept any-
thing unanalysed. But he must not fall into the error of think-
ing that it is his analysis that makes it rational. He can only
find in it the reason which is in it already.

In this way, it is not open to the philosopher to find that the
object of his analysis is irrational. To bring in such a verdict as
that is to condemn himself for failing to find what he set out to
find, But there is another side to this question. If philosophy
simply studies historical thought as an object, something quite
other than itself and independent of itself, as the astronomer
studies the movements of the stars, it is bound indeed to find
it rational, but only in the sense in which the movements of
the stars are rational—that is, determined by laws of which it
is unconscious, The philosopher who studies history from the
outside thus finds history to be a rational and necessary form
of thought, but he does not find in it the same necessities or
logical connexions which the historian finds. Therefore he
thinks of the historian as, at best, somewhat illogically logical
and irrationally rational. This difficulty is only removed when
the philosopher studies history from the inside: that is, when
the philosopher and the historian are the same person and
when this person’s philosophical and historical work react on
one another. In this case the philosopher is sure that the histo-
rian’s historical thought is rational, because he is himself the
historian, and he is merely assuring himself of the rationality
of his own thought. It is no mere act of faith, but an examina-
tion of conscience, that makes him accept historical thought as
a reasonable pursuit for a sane man. But conversely, the histo-
rian is able to depend for some things upon the philosopher.
The philosopher is concerned, in his theory of historical
knowledge, to think out certain questions concerning the lim-
its, validity, and purpose of history: and the historian is able to
bring his historical research into conformity with the results of
this enquiry.

Thus a double result will follow. The philosopher’s philoso-
phy will become more trustworthy because of his personal and
intimate experience of the subject about which he is theoriz-
ing; and the historian’s history will become more rational
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because it is being brought into increasing conformity with the
philosophical idea of itself. History supplies philosophy with
data, and philosophy supplies history with methods.

Archaeology has been described as the methodology of his-
tory. But there are two methodologies: an empirical methodol-
ogy, concerned with particular varieties of historical material
and the varieties of ways in which they should be handled, and
a general or universal methodology, which deals with the uni-
versal problems of method which affect every piece of histori-
cal work just as much as every other. This universal
methodology is the philosophy of history regarded as a study
undertaken by the historian himself in the endeavour to clear
up his own ideas about the nature and aims of historical
research.

In this union of history with philosophy, as studied by a
single person and reacting on one another, history for the first
time becomes really rational, and philosophy for the first time
apprehends this rationality not by a mere act of faith, but by
virtue of the fact that history must be as rational as philosophy
wants it to be, since philosophy itself has made it so.

INDEX

Ac[ailles and the tortoise 466
action:
nature of xi, xiv, 41-2, 46-8, 57, g6,
121, 309, 3TI-T2, 352, 395, 407, 475
rational, as free 718-20
relation to environment 40, 79, 124,
200, 371
relation to purpose jog=12
relation to thought xxv, 115-16, 118,
178, 21316
as a transcendental concept, see
transcendentals of action;
see also history and human actions
Actium, bettle of 131, 467
Acton, Lord 147, 281
actual, the xliv, 109, 113, 304, 440, 442
knowledge of xlv, 404, 448, 482
Agricola 39
Alexander, 5. xxxv, 142, 2r0n., 211
Alexander the Great 3r-2, 37, 382, 501
Alired, King 52, 69, 373
Amasis 23
Ambrose 51
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 385
anthropology 79, 91-2, 148, 155, 224,
393
Aphrodite 22
Apollo 22
Aquinas, St Thomas 47
archaeology x, 38, 68, 127, 199, 210, 212,
2531, 260, 370, 385-6, 393, 440, 491
as the methodology of history 427,
490—2, 490; see also historical
sciences; history, methodology of,
empirical
Archaeology of Roman Britain xxxi
Archimedes 287, 296, 298, 4446
argument from silence 358—g0
Aristotle 24, 27, 29, 42, 210, 213, 229,
239. 2535, 129, 333, 381, 388, q15n,,
458, 469
Amold, Thomas 135
art xxxii, 33, 76, 108, 121, 191, 313~14,
3356, 344, 355, 376, 383. 425, 431,
4934
as an empirical concept 153-4, 431
history of 88n., 108, 121-3, 132, 213,
310 314, 34779, 357, 432, 441, 442, 464
and history 22, 27, 122, 168, 1914,

196, 236, 242, 279, 356, 370-1,
3734, 376, 383, 464, 472, 474
philosophy of, see philosophy of art
and philosophy, see philosophy and
art
Progress in, see progress in art
as & trancendental concept, see
transcendentals of art
Assyriology 468
Athens 160, 329, 347, 367, 400, 403
Constitution of the Atheniany
(Aristotle) 388, 458
Athenian revolution 388
Augustine xxii, 46, 51
Augustus 218, 4m
authoritics 33-4, 367, 62, 69, 71, 107,
115, 137, 139, 203, 234—45, 25660,
265-6. 269, 282, 368, 3712, 174-8,
382, 386, 383"9n 3912, 464- 48801
Autobiography xii, xiv, xx, axiv,
XXIX—XXXI, XXXiv-XXXv, Xxxvil,
xhi, xbv—xivi
awareness xxxix-xl, 291-2, 30b—7, 411

Babylonia 15, 17

Bach, J. S. 329, 441

Bacon, Francis xxxi, xli, xlvi, 6, 58—,
623, 68—9, 72, 84, 237, 243, 252,
263, 209, 273, 320, 342, 488n.

barbarians and Greeks 3z, 451

Barker, E. xxi

Barth, P. 176

Bauer, W. 175

Baumgarten, A. G. g3

Baur, F. C. 122, 135

Baynes, N. H. 151

Becket, Thomas 297

Bede 31, 454

Beethoven, Ludwig van 329-30, 441

Bellini 330

Belloc, Hilaire 399

Beloff, M. xxiv

Bergson, H. 185, 1879, 198, 211, 306

Berkeley, G. 47, 71. 73, 84

Bernheim, E, 176

Birkenhead, Lord 369

Bodin, J. 57

Boer War 366—7

Bollandists, the 61—z, 77

—



