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WHAT IS HISTORY?

Edward Hallett Carr was born in 1892 and educated at the
Merchant Taylors’ School, London, and Trinity College,
Cambridge, where he was Craven scholar and took a double first in
classics. He joined the Foreign Office in 1916 and after numerous
jobs in and connected with the F.O. at home and abroad he re-
signed in 1936 and became Wilson Professor of International
Politics at the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth. He was
Assistant Editor of The Times from 1941 to 1946, Tutor in
Politics at Balliol College, Oxford, from 1953 to 1955, and became
a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1955 and an Honorary
Fellow of Balliol College, Oxford, in 1966. He received the CBE
in 1920.

As a historian he is best known for his monumental History of
Soviet Russia, which the Guardian referred to as ‘among the most
important works by a British historian this century’ and The
Times called ‘an outstanding historical achievement’. He began
his History in 1945 and worked at it for nearly thirty years. It
occupies fourteen volumes plus a summary, The Russian
Revolution: Lenin to Stalin. Several parts of the History have been
published by Penguin: The Bolshevik Revolution, 1917-1923 (in
three volumes); The Interregnum, 1923-1924; Socialism in One
Country, 192¢4-1926 (in three volumes); and Foundations of a
Planned Economy 1926—1929 (in two volumes, volume one co-
authored by R. W. Davies). His other publications include The
Romantic Exiles (1933), The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939
(1939), Conditions of Peace (1942), The Soviet Impact on the
Western World (1946), The New Society (1951) and From
Napoleon to Stalin and other essays (1980). E. H. Carr died in
1982 and in his obituary The Times wrote, ‘His writings were for
the most part as incisive as his manner. With the unimpassioned
skill of a surgeon, he laid bare the anatomy of the recent past . . .
beyond doubt he left a strong mark on successive generations of
historians and social thinkers.’
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Economic Studies at the University of Birmingham in the Centre
for Russian and East European Studies, of which he was Director
between 1963 and 1978. He graduated from the University of
London, and received his Ph.D. from the University of Birming-
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Planned Economy, 1926-1929, vol. 1 (Penguin 1974), and has
since been working on a multi-volume history of Soviet indus-
trialization, the third volume of which, The Soviet Economy in
Turmoil, 1929-1930, appeared in 1989. He has also written and
edited several studies of the contemporary Soviet Union, the
most recent being Soviet History in the Gorbachev Revolution.
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I OFTEN THINK IT ODD
THAT IT SHOULD BE SO DULL,
FOR A GREAT DEAL OF IT
MUST BE INVENTION.

Catherine Morland on History
(Northanger Abbey, ch, xiv)

Introductory Note

E. H. CARR collected a great deal of material for the second
edition of What is History?, but by the time of his death in
November 1982 only the preface to this new edition had been
written up.

The present posthumous edition begins with this preface,
followed by the unrevised text of the first edition. This is then
followed by a new chapter, ‘From E. H. Carr’s Files: Notes
towards a Second Edition of What is History?’, in which I have
endeavoured to present some of the material and conclusions
contained in Carr’s large box of jottings, drafts and notes.

Phrases placed in square brackets within quotations in the
new chapter were inserted by myself. I am grateful to Catherine
Merridale for carefully checking Carr’s. references, and to
Jonathan Haslam and Tamara Deutscher for their comments.
Carr’s notes towards the second edition of What is History? are to
be deposited with the E. H. Carr Papers in the Library of the
University of Birmingham.

November 1984 R.W. DAVIES




Preface to the Second Edition

WHEN in 1960 I completed the first draft of my six lectures,
What is History?, the western world was still reeling from the
blows of two world wars and two major revolutions, the Russian
and the Chinese. The Victorian age of innocent self-confidence
and automatic belief in progress lay far behind. The world was a
disturbed, even menacing, place. Nevertheless signs had begun
to accumulate that we were beginning to emerge from some of
our troubles. The world economic crisis, widely predicted as a
sequel to the war, had not occurred. We had quietly dissolved
the British Empire, almost without noticing it. The crisis of
Hungary and Suez had been surmounted, or lived down. De-
Stalinization in the USSR, and de-McCarthyization in the
USA, were making laudable progress. Germany and Japan had
recovered rapidly from the total ruin of 1945, and were making
spectacular economic advances. France under De Gaulle was
renewing her strength. In the United States the Eisenhower
blight was ending; the Kennedy era of hope was about to dawn.
Black spots — South Africa, Ireland, Vietnam — could still be
kept at arm’s length. Stock exchanges round the world were
booming.

These conditions provided, at any rate, a superficial justifica-
tion for the expression of optimism and belief in the future with
which I ended my lectures in 1961. The succeeding twenty years
frustrated these hopes and this complacency. The cold war has
been resumed with redoubled intensity, bringing with it the
threat of nuclear extinction. The delayed economic crisis has set
in with a vengeance, ravaging the industrial countries and
spreading the cancer of unemployment throughout western
society. Scarcely a country is now free from the antagonism of
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violence and terrorism. The revolt of the oil-producing states of
the Middle East has brought a significant shift in power to the
disadvantage of the western industrial nations. The ‘third world’
has been transformed from a passive into a positive and disturb-
ing factor in world affairs. In these conditions any expression of
optimism has come to seem absurd. The prophets of woe have
everything on their side. The picture of impending doom,
sedulously drawn by sensational writers and journalists and
transmitted through the media, has penetrated the vocabulary of
everyday speech. Not for centuries has the once popular predic-
tion of the end of the world seemed so apposite.

Yet at this point common sense prompts two important
reservations. In the first place, the diagnosis of hopelessness for
the future, though it purports to be based on irrefutable facts, is
an abstract theoretical construct. The vast majority of people
simply do not believe in it; and this disbelief is made evident by
their behaviour. People make love, conceive, bear and rear
children with great devotion. Immense attention, private and
public, is given to health and education in order to promote the
well-being of the next generation. New sources of energy are
constantly explored. New inventions increase the efficiency of
production. Multitudes of ‘small savers’ invest in national sav-
ings bonds, in building societies and in unit trusts. Widespread
enthusiasm is shown for the preservation of the national herit-
age, architectural and artistic, for the benefit of future genera-
tions. It is tempting to conclude that belief in early annihilation
is confined to a group of disgruntled intellectuals who are
responsible for the lion’s share of current publicity.

My second reservation relates to the geographical sources of
these predictions of universal disaster, which emanate predomi-
nantly ~ I should be tempted to say, exclusively — from western
Europe and its overseas offshoots. This is not surprising. For
five centuries these countries had been the undisputed masters
of the world. They could claim with some plausibility to repre-
sent the light of civilization in the midst of an outer world of
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barbarian darkness. An age which increasingly challenges and
rejects this claim must surely build disaster. It is equally unsur-
prising that the epicentre of the disturbance, the seat of the most
profound intellectual pessimism, is to be found in Britain; for
nowhere else is the contrast between nineteenth-century splen-
dour and twentieth-century drabness, between nineteenth-
century supremacy and twentieth-century inferiority, so
marked and so painful. The mood has spread over western
Europe and - perhaps to a lesser degree — north America. All
these countries participated actively in the great expansionist era
of the nineteenth century. But I have no reason to suspect that
this mood prevails elsewhere in the world. The erection of
insurmountable barriers to communication on one side, and the
incessant flow of cold war propaganda on the other, render
difficult any sensible assessment of the situation in the USSR.
But one can scarcely believe that, in a country where a vast
majority of the population must be aware that, whatever their
current complaints, things are far better than they were twenty-
five or fifty or a hundred years ago, widespread despair about the
future has taken hold. In Asia both Japan and China in their
different ways are in a forward-looking position. In the Middle
East and Africa, even in areas which are at present in a state of
turmoil, emergent nations are struggling towards a future in
which, however blindly, they believe.

My conclusion is that the current wave of scepticism and
despair, which looks ahead to nothing but destruction and
decay, and dismisses as absurd any belief in progress or any
prospect of a further advance by the human race, is a form of
élitism — the product of élite social groups whose security and
whose privileges have been most conspicuously eroded by the
crisis, and of élite countries whose once undisputed domination
over the rest of the world has been shattered. Of this movement
the main standard-bearers are the intellectuals, the purveyors of
the ideas of the ruling social group which they serve (‘The ideas
of a society are the ideas of its ruling class’). It is irrelevant that
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some of the intellectuals in question may have belonged by
origin to other social groups; for, in becoming intellectuals, they
are automatically assimilated into the intellectual élite. Intellec-
tuals by definition form an élite group.

What is, however, more important in the present context is
that all groups in a society, however cohesive (and the historian
is often justified in treating them as such), throw up a certain
number of freaks or dissidents. This is particularly liable to
happen among intellectuals. I do not refer to the routine argu-
ments between intellectuals conducted on the basis of common
acceptance of main presuppositions of the society, but of chal-
lenges to these presuppositions. In western democratic societies
such challenges, so long as they are confined to a handful of
dissidents, are tolerated, and those who present them can find
readers and an audience. The cynic might say that they are
tolerated because they are neither numerous nor influential
enough to be dangerous. For more than forty years I have carried
the label of an ‘intellectual’; and in recent years I have in-
creasingly come to see myself, and to be seen, as an intellectual
dissident. An explanation is ready to hand. I must be one of the
very few intellectuals still writing who grew up, not in the high
noon, but in the afterglow of the great Victorian age of faith and
optimism, and it is difficult for me even today to think in terms
of a world in permanent and irretrievable decline. In the follow-
ing pages I shall try to distance myself from prevailing trends
among western intellectuals, and especially those of this country
today, to show how and why I think they have gone astray and to
strike out a claim, if not for an optimistic, at any rate for a saner
and more balanced outlook on the future.

E.H. CARR

1 The Historian and His Facts

WHAT is history ? Lest anyone think the question meaningless
or superfluous, I will take as my text two passages relating re-
spectively to the first and second incarnations of the Cambridge
Modern History. Here is Acton in his report of October 1896 to
the Syndics of the Cambridge University Press on the work
which he had undertaken to edit:

It is a unique opportunity of recording, in the way most useful
to the greatest number, the fullness of the knowledge which the
nineteenth century is about to bequeath. ... By the judicious
division of labour we should be able to do it, and to bring home
to every man the last document, and the ripest conclusions of
international resr.arch.

Ultimate history we cannot have in this generation; but we
can dispose of conventional history, and show the point we have
reached on the road from one to the other, now that all informa-
tion is within reach, and every problem has become capable of
solution.!

And almost exactly sixty years later Professor Sir George Clark,
in his general introduction to the second Cambridge Modern
History, commented on this belief of Acton and his collabor-
ators that it would one day be possible to produce “ultimate his-
tory’, and went on:

Historians of a later generation do not look forward to any
such prospect. They expect their work to be superseded again
and again. They consider that knowledge of the past has come
down through one or more human minds, has been ¢processed’
by them, and therefore cannot consisi of elemental and

X. The Cambridge Modern History: Its Origin, Authorship and Pro-
duction (1907), pp. 10-12.

7




8 WHAT 1S HISTORY ?

impersonal atoms which nothing can alter. . . . The exploration
seems to be endless, and some impatient scholars take refuge
in scepticism, or at least in the doctrine that, since all
historical judgements involve persons and points of view,
one is as good as another and there is no ‘objective’ historical
truth.?

Where the pundits contradict each other so flagrantly, the field
is open to inquiry. I hope that I am sufficiently up-to-date to
recognize that anything written in the 1890s must be nonsense.
But I am not yet advanced enough to be committed to the view
that anything written in the 1950s necessarily makes sense.
Indeed, it may already have occurred to you that this inquiry is
liable to stray into something even broader than the nature of
history. The clash between Acton and Sir George Clark is a
reflection of the change in our total outlook on society over the
interval between these two pronouncements. Acton speaks out
of the positive belief, the clear-eyed self-confidence, of the later
Victorian age; Sir George Clark echoes the bewilderment and
distracted scepticism of the beat generation. When we attempt
to answer the question ‘What is history ?’ our answer, con-
sciously or unconsciously, reflects our own position in time, and
forms part of our answer to the broader question what view we
take of the society in which we live. I have no fear that my sub-
ject may, on closer inspection, seem trivial. I am afraid only that
I may seem presumptuous to have broached a question so vast
and so important.

The nineteenth century was a great age for facts. ‘What I
want’, said Mr Gradgrind in Hard Times, ‘is Facts. . .. Facts
alone are wanted in life.’ Nineteenth-century historians on the
whole agreed with him, When Ranke in the 1830s, in legitimate
protest against moralizing history, remarked that the task of the
historian was ‘simply to show how it really was (wie es eigentlich
gewesen)’, this not very profound aphorism had an astonishing

1. The New Cambridge Modern History, i (1957), pp. Xxiv-xxv.
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success. Three generations of German, British, and even French
historians marched into battle intoning the magic words ‘Wiees
eigentlich gewesen’ like an incantation - designed, like most in-
cantations, to save them from the tiresome obligation to think
for themselves, The Positivists, anxious to stake out their claim
for history as a science, contributed the weight of their influence
to this cult of facts. First ascertain the facts, said the Positivists,
then draw your conclusions from them. In Great Britain, this
view of history fitted in perfectly with the empiricist tradition
which was the dominant strain in British philosophy from Locke
to Bertrand Russell. The empirical theory of knowledge pre-
supposes a complete separation between subject and object.
Facts, like sense-impressions, impinge on the observer from out-
side and-are independent of his consciousness. The process of
reception is passive: having received the data, he then acts on
them. The Oxford Shorter English Dictionary, a useful but ten-
dentious work of the empirical school, clearly marks the separ-
ateness of the two processes by defining a fact as ‘a datum of
experience as distinct from conclusions’. This is what may be
called the commonsense view of history. History consists of a
corpus of ascertained facts. The facts are available to the his-

torian in documents, inscriptions and so on, like fish on the fish-
monger’s slab. The historian collects them, takes them home,
and cooks and serves them in whatever style appeals to him.
Acton, whose culinary tastes were austere, wanted them served
plain. In his letter of instructions to contributors to the first
Cambridge Modern History he announced the requirement ‘that
our Waterloo must be one that satisfies French and English,
German and Dutch alike; that nobody can tell, without exam-
ining the list of authors, where the Bishop of Oxford laid down
the pen, and whether Fairbairn or Gasquet, Liebermann or
Harrison took it up’.! Even Sir George Clark, critical as he was
of Acton’s attitude, Limself contrasted the ‘hard core of
facts’ in history with the ‘surrounding pulp of disputable
1. Acton, Lectures on Modern History (1906), p. 318.
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interpretation™ — forgetting perhaps that the pulpy part of
the fruit is more rewarding than the hard core. First get your
facts straight, then plunge at your peril into the shifting sands
of interpretation - that is the ultimate wisdom of the em-
pirical, commonsense school of history. It recalls the favourite
dictum of the great liberal journalist C. P, Scott: ‘Facts are
sacred, opinion is free.’

Now this clearly will not do. I shall not embark on a philo-
sophical discussion of the nature of our knowledge of the past.
Let us assume for present purposes that the fact that Caesar
crossed the Rubicon and the fact there is a table in the middle of
the room are facts of the same or of a comparable order, that
both these facts enter our consciousness in the same or in a
comparable manner, and that both have the same objective
character in relation to the person who knows them. But, even
on this bold and not very plausible assumption, our argument at
once runs into the difficulty that not all facts about the past are
historical facts, or are treated as such by the historian. What is
the criterion which distinguishes the facts of history from other
facts about the past ?

What is a historical fact ? This is a crucial question into which
we must look a little more closely. According to the common-
sense view, there are certain basic facts which are the same for
all historians and which form, so to speak, the backbone of
history ~ the fact, for example, that the Battle of Hastings was
fought in 1066. But this view calls for two observations. In the
first place, it is not with facts like these that the historian is
primarily concerned. It is no doubt important to know that the
great battle was fought in 1066 and not in 1065 or 1067, and that
it was fought at Hastings and not at Eastbourne or Brighton.
The historian must not get these things wrong. But when points
of this kind are raised, I am reminded of Housman’s remark that
‘accuracy is a duty, not a virtue®.2 To praise a historian for his

1. Quoted in the Listener, 19 June 1952, p. 992.

2. M. Manilii Astronomicon: Liber Primus (2nd ed., 1937), p. 87.
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accuracy is like praising an architect for using well-seasoned
timber or properly mixed concrete in his building. It is a neces-
sary condition of his work, but not his essential function. It is
precisely for matters of this kind that the historian is entitled to
rely on what have been called the ‘auxiliary sciences’ of history
- archaeology, epigraphy, numismatics, chronology, and so
forth. The historian is not required to have the special skills
which enable the expert to determine the origin and period of a
fragment of pottery or marble, to decipher an obscure inscrip-
tion, or to make the elaborate astronomical calculations neces-
sary to establish a precise date. These so-called basic facts,
which are the same for all historians, commonly belong to the
category of the raw materials of the historian rather than of
history itself. The second observation is that the necessity to
establish these basic facts rests not on any quality in the facts
themselves, but on an a priori decision of the historian. In spite
of C. P. Scott’s motto, every journalist knows today that the
most effective way to influence opinion is by the selection and
arrangement of the appropriate facts. It used to be said that
facts speak for themselves. This is, of course, untrue. The facts
speak only when the historian calls on them: itis he who decides
to which facts to give the floor, and in what order or context. It
was, I think, one of Pirandello’s characters who said that a fact
is like a sack — it won’t stand up till you’ve put something in it.
The only reason why we are interested to know that the battle
was fought at Hastings in 1066 is that historians regard it as a
major historical event. It is the historian who has decided for
his own reasons that Caesar’s crossing of that petty stream, the
Rubicon, is a fact of history, whereas the crossing of the Rubicon
by millions of other people before or since interests nobody at
all. The fact that you arrived in this building half an hour ago
on foot, or on a bicycle, or in a car, is just as much a fact about
the past as the fact that Caesar crossed the Rubicon. But it will
probably be ignored by historians. Professor Talcott Parsons
once called science ‘a selective system of cognitive orientations
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to reality’.! It might perhaps have been put more simply. But
history is, among other things, that. The historian is necessarily
selective. The belief in a hard core of historical facts existing
o):)iect.ively and independently of the interpretation of the
historian is a preposterous fallacy, but one which it is very hard
to eradicate.

Let us take a look at the process by which a mere fact about
the past is transformed into a fact of history. At Stalybridge
Wakes in 1850, a vendor of gingerbread, as the result of some
petty dispute, was deliberately kicked to death by an angry
mob. Is this a fact of history ? A year ago I should unhesitatingly
have said ‘no’. It was recorded by an eye-witness in some little-
known memoirs?; but I had never seen it judged worthy of
mention by any historian. A year ago Dr Kitson Clark cited it in
his Ford lectures in Oxford.? Does this make it into a historical
fact ? Not, I think, yet. Its present status, I suggest, is that it has
been proposed for membership of the select club of historical
facts. It now awaits a seconder and sponsors. It may be that in
the course of the next few years we shall see this fact appearing
first in footnotes, then in the text, of articles and books about
nineteenth-century England, and that in twenty or thirty years’
time it may be a well-established historical fact. Alternatively,
nobody may take it up, in which case it will relapse into the
limbo of unhistorical facts about the past from which Dr Kitson
Clark has gallantly atten.pted to rescue it. What will decide
which of these two things will happen ? It will depend, I think,
on whether the thesis or interpretation in support of which Dr
Kitson Clark cited this incident is accepted by. other historians
as valid and significant. Its status as a historical fact will turn on

1. T.Parsons and E. Shils, Towards a General Theory of Action (3rd
ed., 1954), p. 167.

2. Lord George Sanger, Seventy Years a Showman (2nd ed., 1926),
pp. 188-9.

3. Dr. Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England (1962).
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a question of interpretation. This element of interpretation
enters into every fact of history.

May I be allowed a personal reminiscence ? When I studied
ancient history in this university many years ago, I had as a
special subject ‘Greece in the period of the Persian Wars’. I
collected fifteen or twenty volumes on my shelves and took it for
granted that there, recorded in these volumes, I had all the facts
relating to my subject. Let us assume - it was very nearly true -
that those volumes contained all the facts about it that were then
known, or could be known. It never occurred to me to inquire
by what accident or process of attrition that minute selection of
facts, out of all the myriad facts that must once have been
known to somebody, had survived to become the facts of history.
I suspect that even today one of the fascinations of ancient and
medieval history is that it gives us the illusion of having all the
facts at our disposal within a manageable compass: the nagging
distinction between the facts of history and other facts about the
past vanishes, because the few known facts areall facts of history.
As Bury, who had worked in both periods, said, ‘the records of
ancient and medieval history are starred with lacunae. * History
has been called an enormous jig-saw with a lot of missing parts.
But the main trouble does not consist in the lacunae. Our picture
of Greece in the fifth century B.C. is defective not primarily be-
cause so many of the bits have been accidentally lost, but because
it is, by and large, the picture formed by a tiny group of people
in the city of Athens. We know a lot about what fifth-century
Greece looked like to an Athenian citizen; but hardly anything
about what it looked like to a Spartan, 8 Corinthian, or a Theban
- not to mention a Persian, or a slave or other non-citizen resi-
dent in Athens. Our picture has been preselected and predeter-
mined for us, not so much by accident as by people who were

consciously or unconsciously imbued with a particular view and
thought the facts which supported that view worth preserving,
In the same way, when I read in a modern history of the Middle

1. J. B. Bury, Selected Essays (1930), p- 52.
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Ages that the people of the Middle Ages were deeply concerned
with religion, I wonder how we know this, and whether it is true.
What we know as the facts of medieval history have almost all
been selected for us by generations of chroniclers who were
professionally occupied in the theory and practice of religion,
and who therefore thought it supremely important, and recorded
everything relating to it, and not much else. The picture of the
Russian peasant as devoutly religious was destroyed by the
revolution of 1917. The picture of medieval man as devoutly
religious, whether true or not, is indestructible, because nearly
all the known facts about him were preselected for us by people
who believed it, and wanted others to believe it, and a mass of
other facts, in which we might possibly have found evidence to
the contrary, has been lost beyond recall. The dead hand of
vanished generations of historians, scribes, and chroniclers has
determined beyond the possibility of appeal the pattern of the
past. ‘The history we read,’ writes Professor Barraclough, him-
self trained as a medievalist, ‘though based on facts, is, strictly
speaking, not factual at all, but a series of accepted judgements.’
But let us turn to the different, but equally grave, plight of the
modern historian. The ancient or medieval historian may be
grateful for the vast winnowing process which, over the years,
has put at his disposal a manageable corpus of historical facts.
As Lytton Strachey said, in his mischievous way, ‘ignorance is
the first requisite of the historian, ignorance which simplifies
and clarifies, which selects and omits.’? When I am tempted, as
I sometimes am, to envy the extreme competence of colleagues
engaged in writing ancient or medieval history, I find consola-
tion in the reflexion that they are so competent mainly because
they are so ignorant of their subject. The modern historian
enjoys none of the advantages of this built-in ignorance. He
must cultivate this necessary ignorance for himself ~ the more
so the nearer he comes to his own times. He has the dual task of

1. G. Barraclough, History in @ Changing World (1955), p. 14.
2. Lytton Strachey, Preface to Eminent Victorians.
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discovering the few significant facts and turning them into facts
of history, and of discarding the many insignificant facts as
unhistorical. But this is the very converse of the nineteenth-
century heresy that history consists of the compilavion of a
maximum number of irrefutable and objective facts. Anyone
who succumbs to this heresy will either have to give up history
as a bad job, and take to stamp-collecting or some other form of
antiquarianism, or end in a madhouse. It is this heresy which
during the past hundred years has had such devastating effects
on the modern historian, producing in Germany, in Great
Britain, and in the United States, a vast and growing mass of
dry-as-dust factual histories, of minutely specialized mono-
graphs of would-be historians knowing more and more about
less and less, sunk without trace in an ocean of facts. It was, I
suspect, this heresy — rather than the alleged conflict betwef:n
liberal and Catholic loyalties — which frustrated Acton as a hus-
torian. In an early essay he said of his teacher Déllinger: ‘He
would not write with imperfect materials, and to him the
materials were always imperfect.”! Acton was surely here pro-
nouncing an anticipatory verdict on himself, on that strange
phenomenon of a historian whom many would regard as the' most
distinguished occupant the Regius Chair of Modern History
in this university has ever had — but who wrote no history. And
Acton wrote his own epitaph, in the introductory note to the
first volume of the Cambridge Modern History published just
after his death, when he lamented that the requirements press-
ing on the historian ‘threaten to turn him from a man of letters
into the compiler of an encyclopedia’.? Something had gone
wrong. What had gone wrong was the belief in this untiring and
unending accumulation of hard facts as the foundation of

1. Quoted in G. P. Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth
Century, p. 385; later Acton said of Déllinger that ‘it was given him to
form his philosophy of history on the largest induction ever available
to man’ (History of Freedom and Other Essays, 1907, P- 435)-

2. Cambridge Modern History, i (1902), P. 4.
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history, the belief that facts speak for themselves and that we
cannot have too many facts, a belief at that time so unquestion-
ing that few historians then thought it necessary — and some still
think it unnecessary today - to ask themselves the question
‘What is history ?’

The nineteenth-century fetishism of facts was completed and
justified by a fetishism of documents. The documents were the
Ark of the Covenant in the temple of facts. The reverent his-
torian approached them with bowed head and spoke of them in
awed tones. If you find it in the documents, it is so. But what,
when we get down to it, do these documents ~ the decrees, the
treaties, the rent-rolls, the blue books, the official correspon-
dence, the private letters and diaries - tell us? No document
can tell us more than what the author of the document thought -
what he thought had happened, what he thought ought to hap~
pen or would happen, or perhaps only what he wanted others to
think he thought, or even only what he himself thought he
thought. None of this means anything until the historian has got
to work on it and deciphered it. The facts, whether found in
documents or not, have still to be processed by the historian
before he can make any use of them: the use he makes of them
is, if I may put it that way, the processing process.

Let me illustrate what I am trying to say by an example which
I happen to know well. When Gustav Stresemann, the Foreign
Mter of the Weimar Republic, died in 1929, he left behind
him an enormous mass — 300 boxes full ~ of papers, official,
semi-official, and private, nearly all relating to the six years of
his tenure of office as Foreign Minister. His friends and relatives
paturally thought that a monument should be raised to the
memory of so great a man. His faithful secretary Bernhard got
to work; and within three years there appeared three massive
volumes, of some 600 pages each, of selected documents from
the 300 boxes, with the impressive title Stresemanns Vermdchtnis.

‘In the ordinary way the documents themselves would have

mouldered away in some cellar or attic and disappeared for
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ever; or perhaps in a hundred years or so some curious scholar
would have come upon them and set out to compare them with
Bernhard’s text. What happened was far more dramatic. In 1945
the documents fell into the hands of the British and American
Governments, who photographed the lot and put the photostats
at the disposal of scholars in the Public Record Office in London
and in the National Archives in Washington, so that, if we have
sufficient patience and curiosity, we can discover exactly what
Bernhard did. What he did was neither very unusual nor very
shocking. When Stresemann died, his western policy seemed to
have been crowned with a series of brilliant successes - Locarno,
the admission of Germany to the League of Nations, the Dawes
and Young plans and the American loans, the withdrawal of
allied occupation armies from the Rhineland. This seemed the
important and rewarding part of Stresemann’s foreign policy;
and it was not unnatural that it should have been over-repre-
sented in Bernhard’s selection of documents. Stresemann’s
eastern policy, on the other hand, his relations with the Soviet
Union, seemed to have led nowhere in particular; and, since
masses of documents about negotiations -which yielded only
trivial results were not very interesting and added nothing to
Stresemann’s reputation, the process of selection could be more
rigorous. Stresemann in fact devoted a far more constant and
anxious attention to relations with the Soviet Union, and they
played a far larger part in his foreign policy as a whole, than the
reader of the Bernhard selection would surmise. But the Bern-
hard volumes compare favourably, I suspect, with many pub-
lished collections of documents on which the ordinary historian
implicitly relies.

This is not the end of my story. Shortly after the publication
of Bernhard’s volumes, Hitler came into power. Stresemann’s
pame was consigned to oblivion in Germany, and the volumes
disappeared from circulation: many, perhaps most, of the copies
must have been destroyed. Today Stresemanns Vermdchtnis is a
rather rare book. But in the west Stresemann’s reputation stood

| _ 2



18 WHAT IS HISTORY ?
high. In 1935 an English publisher brought out an abbreviated
translation of Bernhard’s work - a selection from Bernhard’s
selection; perhaps one-third of the original was omitted. Sutton,
a well-known translator from the German, did his job compe-
tently and well. The English version, he explained in the preface,
was ‘slightly condensed, but only by the omission of a certain
amount of what, it was felt, was more ephemeral matter . . . of
little interest to English readers or students’! This again is
natural enough. But the result is that Stresemann’s eastern
policy, already under-represented in Bernhard, recedes still
further from view, and the Soviet Union appears in Sutton’s
volumes merely as an occasional and rather unwelcome intruder
in Stresemann’s predominantly western foreign policy. Yet it
is safe to say that, for all except a few specialists, Sutton and not
Bernhard ~ and still less the documents themselves - represents
for the western world the authentic voice of Stresemann. Had
the documents perished in 1945 in the bombing, and had the
remaining Bernhard volumes disappeared, the authenticity and
authority of Sutton would never have been questioned. Many
printed collections of documents, gratefully accepted by his-
torians in default of the originals, rest on no securer basis than
this.
But I want to carry the story one step further. Let us forget
about Bernhard and Sutton, and be thankful that we can, if we
choose, consult the authentic papers of a leading participant in
some important events of recent European history. What do the
papers tell us ? Among other things they contain records of some
hundreds of Stresemann’s conversations with the Soviet Ambas-
sador in Berlin and of a score or so with Chicherin. These
records have one feature in common. They depict Stresemann
as having the lion’s share of the conversations and reveal his
arguments as invariably well put and cogent, while those of his
partner are for the most part scanty, confused, and unconvinc-

1. Gustav Stresemann, His Diaries, Letters and Papers, i (1935),
Editor’s Note.
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ing. This is a familiar characteristic of all records of diplomatic
conversations. The documents do not tell us what happened,
but only what Stresemann thought had happened, or what he
wanted others to think, or perhaps what he wanted himself to
think, had happened. It was not Sutton or Bernhard, but
Stresemann himself, who started the process of selection. And
if we had, say, Chicherin’s records of these same conversations,
we should still learn from them only what Chicherin thought,
and what really happened would still have to be reconstructed
in the mind of the historian. Of course, facts and documents are
essential to the historian. But do not make a fetish of them.
They do not by themselves constituté history; they provide in
themselves no ready-made answer to this tiresome question
‘What is history ?°

At this point I should like to say a few words on the question
why nineteenth-century historians were generally indifferent to
the philosophy of history. The term was invented by Voltaire,
and has since been used in different senses ; but I shall take it to
mean, if I use it at all, our answer to the question, ‘What is
history ?* The nineteenth century was, for the intellectuals of
western Europe, a comfortable period exuding confidence and
optimism. The facts were on the whole satisfactory; and the
inclination to ask and answer awkward questions about them
was correspondingly weak. Ranke piously believed that divine
providence would take care of the meaning of history, if he took
care of the facts; and Burckhardt, with a more modern touch of
Cynicism, observed that ‘we are not initiated into the purposes
of the eternal wisdom’. Professor Butterfield as late as 1931
noted with apparent satisfaction that ‘historians have reflected
little upon the nature of things, and even the nature of their own
subject’. Butmy predecessor in these lectures, DrA. L. Rowse,
more justlycritical, wrote of Sir Winston Churchill’s WorldCrisis
- his book about the First World War - that, while it matched
Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution in personality,

1. H. Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (1931), p- 67.
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vividness, and vitality, it was inferior in one respect: it had
‘no philosophy of history behind it”.} British historians refused
to be drawn, not because they believed that history had no mean-
ing, but because they believed that its meaning was implicit and
self-evident. The liberal nineteenth-century view of history had
a close affinity with the economic doctrine of laissez-faire ~ also
the product of a serene and self-confident outlook on the world.
Let everyone get on with his particular job, and the hidden hand
would take care of the universal harmony. The facts of history
were themselves a demonstration of the supreme fact of a bene-
ficent and apparently infinite progress towards higher things.
This was the age of innocence, and historians walked in the
Garden of Eden, without a scrap of philosophy to cover them,
naked and unashamed before the god of history. Since then, we
have known Sin and experienced a Fall; and those historians
who today pretend to dispense with a philosophy of history are
merely trying, vainly and self-consciously, like members of a
nudist colony, to recreate the Garden of Eden in their garden
suburb. Today the awkward question can no longer be evaded.

During the past fifty years a good deal of serious work has
been done on the question ‘ What is history ?* It was from Ger-
many, the country which was to do so much to upset the com-
fortable reign of nineteenth-century liberalism, that the first
challenge came in the 1880s and 1890s to the doctrine of the
primacy and autonomy of facts in history. The philosophers
who made the challenge are now little more than names:
Dilthey is the only one of them who has recently received some
belated recognition in Great Britain. Before the turn of the
century, prosperity and confidence were still too great in this
country for any attention to be paid to heretics who attacked the
cult of facts. But early in the new century, the torch passed to
Italy, where Croce began to propound a philosophy of history
which obviously owed much to German masters. All history is

1. A. L. Rowse, The End of an Epoch (1947), pp. 282-3.
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¢contemporary history’, declared Croce,! meaning that history
consists essentially in sceing the past through the eyes of the
present and in the light of its problems, and that the main work
of the historian is not to record, but to evaluate; for, if he does
not evaluate, how can he know what is worth recording ? In 1910
the American historian, Carl Becker, argued in deliberately
provocative language that “the facts of history do not exist for
any historian till he creates them’.2 These challenges were for
the moment little noticed. It was only after 1920 that Croce
began to havea considerable vogue in France and Great Britain.
This was not perhaps because Croce was a subtler thinker or a
better stylist than his German predecessors, but because, after
the First World War, the facts seemed to smile on us less pro-
pitiously than in the years before 1914, and we were therefore
more accessible to a philosophy which sought to diminish their
prestige. Croce was an important influence on tl_1e O:Fford
philosopher and histori Collingwood, the only British Mer
in the present century who has made a serious contribution to
the philosophy of history. He did not live to write the systematic
treatise he had planned; but his published and unpublished

apers on the subject were collected after his death in a volume
entitled The Idea of History, which appeared in 1945.

The views of Collingwood can be summarized as follows.
The philosophy of history is concerned neither with ‘tl{e past
by itself’ nor with ‘the historian’s thought about it by itself’,
but with * the two things in their mutual relations’. (This dictum
reflects the two current meanings of the word ‘history’ — the
inquiry conducted by the historian and the series of past events

1. The context of this celebrated aphorism is as follows: ¢The
practical requirements which underlie every historical judgement give
to all history the character of “contemporary history”’, because, how-
ever remote in time events thus recounted may seem to be, the history
in reality refers to present needs and present situations wherein those
events vibrate’ (B. Croce, History as the Story of Liberty, Engl. transl.

1941, . 19)
2. Atlantic Monthly, October 1910, p. 528.
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into which he inquires.) “The past which a historian studies is
not a dead past, but a past which in some sense is still living in
the present.” But a past act is dead, i.e. meaningless to the his-
torian, unless he can understand the thought that lay behind it.
Hence “all history is the history of thought’, and ‘history is the
re-enactment in the historian’s mind of the thought whose his-
tory he is studying’. The reconstitution of the past in the his-
torian’s mind is dependent on empirical evidence. But it is not
in itself an empirical process, and cannot consist in a mere recital
of facts. On the contrary, the process of reconstitution governs
the selection and interpretation of the facts: this, indeed, is what
makes them historical facts, ‘History’, says Professor Oakeshott,
who on this point stands near to Collingwood, “is the historian’s
experience. It is “made” by nobody save the historian: to write
history is the only way of making it.’!

This searching critique, though it may call for some serious
reservations, brings to light certain neglected truths.

. In the first place, the facts of history never come to us ‘pure’,
since they do not and cannot exist in a pure form: they are
always refracted through the mind of the recorder. It follows
that when we take up a work of history, our first concern should
be not with the facts which it contains but with the historian who
wrote it. Let me take as an example the great historian in whose
honour and in whose name these lectures were founded. G. M.
Trevelyan, as he tells us in his autobiography, was ‘brought up
at home on a somewhat exuberantly Whig tradition’;? and he
would not, I hope, disclaim the title if I described him as the last
and not the least of the great English liberal historians of the
Whig tradition. It is not for nothing that he traces back his fam-
ily tree, through the great Whig historian George Otto Trevel-
yan, to Macaulay, incomparably the greatest of the Whig
historians. Trevelyan’s finest and maturest work, England under
Queen Anne, was written against that background, and will yield

I. M. Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes (1933), p. 99.
2. G. M. Trevelyan, An Awtobiography (1949), p. 11.
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its full meaning and significance to the reader only when read
against that background. The author, indeed, leaves the reader
with no excuse for failing to do so. For, if following the technique
of connoisseurs of detective novels, you read the end first, you
will find on the last few pages of the third volume the best sum-
mary known to me of what is nowadays called the Whig inter-
pretation of history; and you will see that what Trevelyan is
trying to do is to investigate the origin and development of the
Whig tradition, and to root it fairly and squarely in the years
after the death of its founder, William III. Though this is not,
perhaps, the only conceivable interpretation of the events of
Queen Anne’s reign, it is a valid and, in Trevelyan’s hands, a
fruitful interpretation. But, in order to appreciate it at its full
value, you have to understand what the historian is doing. For
if, as Collingwood says, the historian must re-enact in thought
what has gone on in the mind of his dramatis personae, so the
reader in his turn must re-enact what goes on in the mind of
the historian. Study the historian before you begin to study the
facts. This is, after all, not very abstruse. It is what is already
done by the intelligent undergraduate who, when recommended
toread a work by that great scholar Jones of St Jude’s, goes round
to a friend at St Jude’s to ask what sort of chap Jones is, and what
bees he has in his bonnet. When you read a work of history,
always listen out for the buzzing. If you can detect none, either
you are tone deaf or your historian is a dull dog. The facts are
really not at all like fish on the fishmonger’s slab. They are like
fish swimming about in a vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean;
and what the historian catches will depend, partly on chance,
but mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and
what tackle he chooses to use — these two factors being, of
course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch. By and
large, the historian will get the kind of facts he wants. History
means interpretation. Indeed, if, standing Sir George Clark on
his head, I were to call history ‘a hard core of interpretation sur-
rounded by a pulp of disputable facts’, my statement would, no



24 WHAT IS HISTORY ?

doubt, be one-sided and misleading, but no more so, I venture
to think, than the original dictum.

The second point is the more familiar one of the historian’s
ne.ed of imaginative understanding for the minds of the people
with yvhom he is dealing, for the thought behind their acts: I
say ‘imaginative understanding’, not ‘sympathy’, lest sym-
pathy should be supposed to imply agreemy:al:. Tge’nineteey;lh
century was weak in medieval history, because it was too much
repelled by the superstitious beliefs of the Middle Ages, and by
the barbarities which they inspired, to have any imaginative
understanding of medieval people. Or take Burckhardt’s cen-
sorious remark about the Thirty Years War: ‘It is scandalous
for a creed, no matter whether it is Catholic or Protestant, to
place its salvation above the integrity of the nation.”® It was
extremely difficult for a nineteenth-century liberal historian,
brought up to believe that it is right and praiseworthy to kill in
defence of one’s country, but wicked and wrong-headed to kill
in defence of one’s religion, to enter into the state of mind of
those who fought the Thirty Years War. This difficulty is par-
ticularly acute in the field in which I am now working. Much of
what has been written in English-speaking countries in the last
ten years about the Soviet Union, and in the Soviet Union about
the English-speaking countries, has been vitiated by this in-
a}:ility to achieve even the most elementary measure of imagina-
tive understanding of what goes on in the mind of the other
party, so that the words and actions of the other are always made
to appear malign, senseless, or hypocritical. History cannot be

written unless the historian can achieve some kind of contact
with the mind of those about whom he is writing.

The third point is that we can view the past, and achieve our
understanding of the past, only through the eyes of the present.
The historian is of his own age, and is bound to it by the con-
ditions of human existence. The very words which he uses ~
: 7; J. Burckhardt, Fudgements on History and Historians (1959), p-.

‘r

THE HISTORIAN AND HIS FACTS 25

words like democracy, empire, war, revolution — have current
connotations from which he cannot divorce them. Ancient
historians have taken to using words like polis and plebs in the
original, just in order to show that they have not fallen into this
trap. This does not help them. They, too, live in the present, and
cannot cheat themselves into the past by using unfamiliar or
obsolete words, any more than they would become better Greek
or Roman historians if they delivered their lectures in a chlamys
or a toga. The names by which successive French historians have
described the Parisian crowds which played so prominent a role
in the French revolution — les sans-culottes, le peuple, la canatille,
les bras-nus - are all, for those who know the rules of the game,
manifestos of a political affiliation and of a particular interpreta-
tion. Yet the historian is obliged to choose: the use of language
forbids him to be neutral, Nor is it a matter of words alone. Over
the past hundred years the changed balance of power in Europe
has reversed the attitude of British historians to Frederick the
Great. The changed balance of power within the Christian
churches between Catholicism and Protestantism has pro-
foundly altered their attitude to such figures as Loyola, Luther,
and Cromwell. It requires only a superficial knowledge of the
work of French historians of the last forty years on the French
revolution to recognize how deeply it has been .affected by
the Russian revolution of 1917. The historian belongs not to the
past but to the present. Professor Trevor-Roper tells us that the
historian ‘ ought to love the past’.! This is a dubious injunction.
To love the past may easily be an expression of the nostalgic
romanticism of old men and old societies, a symptom of loss of
faith and interest in the present or future.® Cliché for cliché, I

1. Introduction to J. Burckhardt, Judgements on History and His-
torians (1959); p- 17-

2. Compare Nietzsche’s view of history: “To old age belongs the
old man’s business of looking back and casting up his accounts, of
seeking -consolation in the memories of the past, in historical culture’
(Thoughts Out of Season, Engl. transl., 1909, ii, Pp. 65-6).
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should prefer the one about freeing oneself from “the dead hand
of the past’. The function of the historian is neither to love the
past nor to emancipate himself from the past, but to master and
understand it as the key to the understanding of the present.

If, however, these are some of the insights of what I may call
the Collingwood view of history, it is time to consider some of
the dangers. The emphasis on the role of the historian in the
making of history tends, if pressed to its logical conclusion, to
rule out any objective history at all: history is what the historian
makes. Collingwood seems indeed, at one moment, in an un-
published note quoted by his editor, to have reached this con-
clusion:

St Augustine looked at history from the point of view of the
early Christian; Tillamont, from that of a seventeenth-century
Frenchman; Gibbon, from that of an eighteenth-century
Englishman ; Mommsen from that of a nineteenth-century Ger-
man. There is no point in asking which was the right point of
Ytliw. Each was the only one possible for the man who adopted
it.

This amounts to total scepticism, like Froude’s remark that
history is “a child’s box of letters with which we can spell any
word we please .2 Collingwood, in his reaction against scissors-
ar.ld-paste history’, against the view of history as a mere com-
pilation of facts, comes perilously near to treating history as
something spun out of the human brain, and leads back to the
conclusion referred to by Sir George Clark in the passage which
I quoted earlier, that ‘there is no “objective*” historical truth’,
In place of the theory that history has no meaning, we are offered
here the theory of an infinity of meanings, none any more right
than any other ~ which comes to much the same thing. The
second theory is surely as untenable as the first. It does not
follow that, because a mountain appears to take on different

1. R. Collingwood, The Idea of History (1946), p. xii.
2. A. Froude, Short Studies on Great Subjects, i (1894), p. 2I1.

?"

THE HISTORIAN AND HIS FACTS 27
shapes from different angles of vision, it has objectively either
no shape at all or an infinity of shapes. It does not follow that,
because interpretation plays a necessary part in establishing
the facts of history, and because no existing interpretation is
wholly objective, one interpretation is as good as another, and
the facts of history are in principle not amenable to objective
interpretation. I shall have to consider at a later stage what
exactly is meant by objectivity in history.

But a still greater danger lurks in the Collingwood hypothesis.
If the historian necessarily looks at his period of history through
the eyes of his own time, and studies the problems of the past as
a key to those of the present, will he not fall into a purely prag-
matic view of the facts, and maintain that the criterion of a right
interpretation is its suitability to some present purpose? On
this hypothesis, the facts of history are nothing, interpretation
is everything. Nietzsche had already enunciated the principle:
¢The falseness of an opinion is not for us any objection toiit.. . .
The question is how far it is life-furthering, life-preserving,
species-preserving, perhaps species-creating.”* The American
pragmatists moved, less explicitly and less wholeheartedly,
along the same line. Knowledge is knowledge for some purpose.
The validity of the knowledge depends on the validity of the
purpose. But, even where no such theory has been professed,
the practice has often been no less disquieting. In my own field
of study I have seen too many examples of extravagant interpre-
tation riding roughshod over facts not to be impressed with the
reality of this danger. It is not surprising that perusal of some of
the more extreme products of Soviet and anti-Soviet schools of
historiography should sometimes breed a certain nostalgia for
that illusory nineteenth-century haven of purely factual history.

How then, in the middle of the twentieth century, are we to
define the obligation of the historian to his facts ? I trust that I
have spent a sufficient number of hours in recent years chasing
and perusingdocuments,and stuffingmy historical narrative with

1. Beyond Good and Evil, ch. i.
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properly footnoted facts, to escape the imputation of treating
facts and documents too cavalierly. The duty of the historian
to respect his facts is not exhausted by the obligation to see that
his facts are accurate. He must seek to bring into the picture all
known or knowable facts relevant, in one sense or another, to
the theme on which he is engaged and to the interpretation pro-
posed. If he seeks to depict the Victorian Englishman as a moral
and rational being, he must not forget what happened at Staly-
bridge Wakes in 1850. But this, in turn, does not mean that he
can eliminate interpretation, which is the life-blood of history.
Laymen - that is to say, non-academic friends or friends from
other academic disciplines —~ sometimes ask me how the historian
goes to work when he writes history. The commonest assump-
tion appears to be that the historian divides his work into two
sharply distinguishable phases or periods. First, he spends a
long preliminary period reading his sources and filling his note-
books with facts: then, when this is over, he puts away his
sources, takes out his notebooks and writes his book from begin-
ning to end. This is to me an unconvincing and unplausible
picture. For myself, as soon as I have got going on a few of what
I take to be the capital sources, the itch becomes too strong and
I begin to write ~ not necessarily at the beginning, but some-
where, anywhere. Thereafter, reading and writing go on simul-
taneously. The writing is added to, subtracted from, re-shaped,
cancelled, as I go on reading. The reading is guided and directed
and made fruitful by the writing: the more I write, the more I
know what I am looking for, the better I understand the signi-
ficance and relevance of what I find. Some historians probably
do all this preliminary writing in their head without using pen,
paper, or typewriter, just as some people play chess in their
heads without recourse to board and chessmen: this is a talent
which I ervy, but cannot emulate. But I am convinced that, for
any historian worth the name, the two processes of what econo-
mists call ‘input’ and ‘ output’ go on simultaneously and are, in
practice, parts of a single process. If you try to separate them,
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or to give one priority over the other, you fall into one of two
heresies. Either you write scissors-and-paste history without
meaning or significance; or you write propaganda or historical
fiction, and merely use facts of the past to embroider a kind of
writing which has nothing to do with history.

Our examination of the relation of the historian to the facts of
history finds us, therefore, in an apparently precarious situation,
navigating delicately between the Scylla of an untenable theory
of history as an objective compilation of facts, of the unqualified
primacy of fact over interpretation, and the Charybdis of an
equally untenable theory of history as the subjective product
of the mind of the historian who establishes the facts of history
and masters them through the process of interpretation, be-
tween a view of history having the centre of gravity in the past
and a view having the centre of gravity in the present. But our
situation is less precarious than it seems. We shall encounter
the same dichotomy of fact and interpretation again in these
lectures in other guises - the particular and the general, the
empirical and the theoretical, the objective and the subjective.
The predicament of the historian is a reflexion of the nature of
man. Man, except perhaps in earliest infancy and in extreme old
age, is not totally involved in his environment and uncondition-
ally subject to it. On the other hand, he is never totally indepen-
dent of it and its unconditional master. The relation of man to
his environment is the relation of the historian to his theme. The
historian is neither the humble slave nor the tyrannical master of
his facts. The relation between the historian and his facts is one
of equality, of give-and-take. As any working historian knows,
if he stops to reflect what he is doing as he thinks and writes, the
historian is engaged on a continuous process of moulding his
facts to his interpretation and his interpretation to his facts. It
is impossible to assign primacy to one over the other.

The historian starts with a provisional selection of facts, and
a provisional interpretation in the light of which that selection

has been made - by others as well as by himself. As he works,
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both the interpretation and the selection and ordering of facts
undergo subtle and perhaps partly unconscious changes,
through the reciprocal action of one or the other. And this
reciprocal action also involves reciprocity between present and
past, since the historian is part of the present and the facts belong
" to the past. The historian and the facts of history are necessary
to one another. The historian without his facts is rootless and
futile; the facts without their historian are dead and meaning-
!ess. My firstanswer therefore to the question ‘ What is history ?°
is that it is a continuous process of interaction between the
historian and his facts, an unending dialogue between the
present and the past.

F

2 Society and the Individual

T HE question which comes first - society or the individual - is
like the question about the hen and the egg. Whether you treat it
as alogical or as a historical question, you can make no statement
about it, one way or the other, which does not have to be cor-
rected by an opposite, and equally one-sided, statement. Society
and the individual are inseparable; they are necessary and com-
plementary to each other, not opposites. ‘No man is an island,
entire of itself;’ in Donne’s famous words: ‘every man is a piece
of the continent, a part of the main.? That is an aspect of the
truth. On the other hand, take the dictum of J. S. Mill, the
classical individualist: ‘Men are not, when brought together,
converted into another kind of substance.’® Of course.not. But
the fallacy is to suppose that they existed, or had any kind of
substance, before being ‘brought together’. As soon as we are
born, the world gets to work on us and transforms us from
merely biological into social units. Every human being at every
stage of history or pre-history is born into a society and from his
carliest years is moulded by that society. The language which
he speaks isnotan individual inheritance, but asocial acquisition
from the group in which he grows up. Both language and en-
vironment help to determine the character of his thought; his
earliest ideas come to him from others. As has been well said,
the individual apart from society would be both speechless and
mindless. The lasting fascination of the Robinson Crusoe myth
is due to its attempt to imagine an individual independent of
society. The attempt breaks down. Robinson is not an abstract
individual, but an Englishman from York; he carries his Bible
1. Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, No. xvii,
2. ]. S. Mill, 4 System of Logic, vii, L
3t
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with him and prays to his tribal God. The myth quickly bestows
on him his Man Friday; and the building of a new society begins.
The otherrelevant mythis thatof Kirilovin Dostoyevsky’s Devils
who kills himself in order to demonstrate his perfect freedom.
Suicide is the only perfectly free act open to individual manj
every other act involves in one way or another his membership
of society.!

It is commonly said by anthropologists that primitive man is
less individual and more completely moulded by his society than
civilized man. This contains an element of truth. Simpler soci-
eties are more uniform, in the sense that they call for, and
provide opportunities for, a far smaller diversity of individual
skills and occupations than the more complex and advanced
societies. Increasing individualization in this sense is a necessary
product of modern advanced society, and runs through all its
activities from top to bottom. But it would be a serious error to
set up an antithesis between this process of individualization
and the growing strength and cohesion of society. The develop-
ment of society and the development of the individual go hand
in hand, and condition each other. Indeed what we mean by a
complex or advanced society is a society in which the inter-
dependence of individuals on one another has assumed ad-
vanced and complex forms. It would be dangerous to assume
that the power of a modern national community to mould the
character and thought of its individual members, and to produce
a certain degree of conformity and uniformity among them, is
any less than that of a primitive tribal community. The old con-
ception of national character based on biological differences has
long been exploded ; but differences of national character arising
out of different national backgrounds of society and education

1. Durkheim, in his well-known study of suicide, coined the word
anomie to denote the condition of the individual isolated from his
society - a state especially conducive to emotional disturbance and
suicide; but he also showed that suicide is by no means independent
of social conditions.

} -
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are difficult to deny. That elusive entity ‘human nature’ has
varied so much from country to country and from century to
century that it is difficult not to regard itas a historical ph_eno-
menon shaped by prevailing social conditions and conventions.
There are many differences between, say, Americans, Russians,
and Indians. But some, and perhaps the most important, of
these differences take the form of different attitudes to social
relations between individuals, or, in other words, to the way in
which society should be constituted, so that the study of differ-
ences between American, Russian, and Indian society as a
whole may well turn out to be the best way of studying differ-
ences between individual Americans, Russians, and Indians.
Civilized man, like primitive man, is moulded by society just
as effectively as society is moulded by him. You can no more
have the egg without the hen than you can have the hen without
the egg. ‘
It would have been unnecessary to dwell on these very obvi-
ous truths but for the fact that they have been obscured for us
by the remarkable and exceptional period of history from which
the western world is only just emerging. The cult of individual-
ism is one of the most pervasive of modern historical myths.
According to the familiar account in Burckhardt’s Civi{ization
of the Renaissance in Italy, the second part of which is sub-
titled “The Development of the Individual’, the cult of the
individual began with the Renaissance, when man, who had
hitherto been ‘ conscious of himself only as a mc;xll:et t:)f a race,
le, , family, or corporation’, at len; ‘became a
E;frl:tuall:naid?vndual and recognized himself as such’. Later the
cult was connected with the rise of capitalism and of Protestant-
ism, with the beginnings of the industrial revolution, and with
the doctrines of laissez-faire. The rights of man and the citizen
proclaimed by the French revolution were the rights of the
individual. Individualism was the basis of the great nineteenth-
century philosophy of utilitarianism. Morley’s essay On Com-
promise, a characteristic document of Victorian liberalism,
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called individualism and utilitarianism ‘the religion of human
happiness and well-being’. ‘Rugged individualism® was the
keynote of human progress. This may be a perfectly sound and
valid analysis of the ideology of a particular historical epoch.
But what I want to make clear is that the increased individuali-
zation which accompanied the rise of the modern world was a
normal process of advancing civilization. A social revolution
brought new social groups to positions of power. It operated,
as always, through individuals and by offering fresh opportuni-
ties of individual development; and, since in the early stages of
f:apitalism the units of production and distribution were largely
in the hands of single individuals, the ideology of the new social
order strongly emphasized the role of individual initiative in the
social order. But the whole process was a social procéss repre-
senting a specific stage in historical development, and cannot
be explained in terms of a revolt of individuals against socicty
or of an emancipation of individuals from social restraints.
Many signs suggest that, even in the western world, which
was the focus of this development and of this ideology, this
period of history has reached its end: I need not insist here on
the rise of what is called mass democracy, or on the gradual
replacement of predominantly individual by predominantly
collective forms of economic production and organization. But
the ideology generated by this long and fruitful period is still a
dominant force in western Europe and throughout the English-
spea}cing countries. When we speak in abstract terms of the
tension between liberty and equality, or between individual
liberty and social justice, we are apt to forget that fights do not
occur between abstract ideas. These are not struggles between
fndividuals as such and society as such, but between groups of
individuals in society, each group striving to promote social
policies favourable to it and to frustrate social policies inimical
to it. Individualism, in the sense no longer of a great social
movement but of false opposition between individual and
society, has become today the slogan of an interested group and,

3
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because of its controversial character, a barrier to our under-
standing of what goes on in the world. I have nothing to say
against the cult of the individual as a protest against the per-
version which treats the individual as a means and society or the
state as the end. But we shall arrive at no real understanding
either of the past or of the present if we attempt to operate with
the concept of an abstract individual standing outside society.
And this brings me at last to the point of my longdigression.
The common-sense view of history treats it as something written
by individuals about individuals. This view was certainly taken
and encouraged by nineteenth-century liberal historians, and is
not in substance incorrect. But it now seems over-simplified and
inadequate, and we need to probe deeper. The knowledge of the
historian is not his exclusive individual possession: men, prob-
ably, of many generations and of many different countries have
participated in accumulating it. The men whose actions the
historian studies were not isolated individuals acting in a
vacuum: they acted in the context, and under the impulse, of a
past society. In my last lecture I described history as a process of
interaction, a dialogue between the historian in the present and
the facts of the past. I now want to inquire into the relative
weight of the individual and social elements on both sides of the
equation. How far are historians single individuals, and how
far products of their society and their period ? How far are the
facts of history facts about single individuals and how far social

facts ?

The historian, then, is an individual human being. Like other
individuals, he is also a social phenomenon, both the product
and the conscious or unconscious spokesman of the society to
which he belongs; it is in this capacity that he approaches the
facts of the historical past. We sometimes speak of the course of
history as a ‘moving procession’. The metaphor is fair enough,
provided it does not tempt the historian to think of himself as an
eagle surveying the scene from a lonely crag or as a V.L.P. at the
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saluting base. Nothing of the kind ! The historian is just another
dim figure trudging along in another part of the procession. And
as the procession winds along, swerving now to the right and
now to the left, and sometimes doubling back on itself, the rela-
tive positions of different parts of the procession are constantly
changing, so that it may make perfectly good sense to say, for
example, that we are nearer today to the Middle Ages than
were our great-grandfathers a century ago, or that the age of
Caesar is nearer to us than the age of Dante. New vistas, new
angles of vision, constantly appear as the procession - and the
historian with it — moves along. The historian is part of history.
The point in the procession at which he finds himself determines
his angle of vision over the past.

This truism is not less true when the period treated by the
historian is remote from his own time. When I studied ancient
history, the classics on the subject were — and probably still are -
Grote’s History of Greece and Mommsen’s History of Rome.
Grote, an enlightened radical banker writing in the 1840s, em-
bodied the aspirations of the rising and politically progressive
British middle class in an idealized picture of Athenian demo-
cracy, in which Pericles figured as a Benthamite reformer and
Athens acquired an empire in a fit of absence of mind. It may
not be fanciful to suggest that Grote’s neglect of the problem
of slavery in Athens reflected the failure of the group to which
he belonged to face the problem of the new English factory
working class. Mommsen was a German liberal, disillusioned
by the muddles and humiliations of the German revolution of
1848-9. Writing in the 1850s - the decade which-saw the birth
of the name and concept of Realpolitik - Mommsen was imbued
with the sense of need for a strong man to clear up the mess left
by the failure of the German people to realize its political
aspirations; and we shall never appreciate his history at its true
value unless we realize that his well-known idealization of
Caesar is the product of this yearning for the strong man to save
Germany from ruin, and that the lawyer-politician Cicero, that
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ineffective chatterbox and slippery procrastinator, has walked
straight out of the debates of the Paulikirche in Frankfurt m
1848. Indeed, I should not think it an outrageous paradox if
someone were to say that Grote’s History of Greece has quite as
much to tell us today about the thought of the English philo-
sophical radicals in the 1840s as about Athenian democracy in
the fifth century B.C., or that anyone wishing to understand
what 1848 did to the German liberals should take Momm.?ep’s
History of Rome as one of his text-books. Nor does this Mh
their stature as great historical works. I have no patience with
the fashion, set by Bury in his inaugural lecture, of pretending
that Mommsen’s greatness rests not on his History of Rome but
on his corpus of inscriptions and his work on Roman constitu-
tional law: this is to reduce history to the level of compilation.
Great history is written precisely when the historian’s vision of
the past is illuminated by insights into the problems of the
present. Surprise has often been expressed that Mommsen
failed to continue his history beyond the fall of the republic. He
lacked neither time, nor opportunity, nor knowledge. But, when
Mommsen wrote his history, the strong man had not yet arisen
in Germany. During his active career, the problem of what hap~
pened once the strong man had taken over was not yet actual.
Nothing inspired Mommsen to project this problem backon to
the Roman scene; and the history of the empire remained un-
written.

It would be easy to multiply examples of this phenomenon
among modern historians. In my last lecture I paid tribute to
G. M. Trevelyan’s England under Queen Anne as a monument
to the Whig tradition in which he had been reared. Let us now
consider the imposing and significant achievement of one whom
most of us would regard as the greatest British historian to
emerge on the academic scene since the First World War: .Sir
Lewis Namier, Namier was a true conservative — not a typical
English conservative who when scratched turns out to be 75 per
cent a liberal, but a conservative such as we have not seen
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among British historians for more than a hundred years. Be-
tween the middle of the last century and 1914 it was scarcely
possible for a British historian to conceive of historical change
except as change for the better. In the 1920s, we moved into a
period in which change was beginning to be associated with fear
for the future, and could be thought of as change for the worse -
a period of the rebirth of conservative thinking. Like Acton’s
liberalism, Namier’s conservatism derived both strength and
profundity from being rooted in a continental background.!
Unlike Fisher or Toynbee, Namier had no roots in the nine-
teenth-century liberalism, and suffered from no nostalgicregrets
for it. After the First World War and the abortive peace had
revealed the bankruptcy of liberalism, the reaction could come
only in one of two forms — socialism or conservatism. Namier
appeared as the conservative historian. He worked in two chosen
fields, and the choice of both was significant. In English history
he went back to the last period in which the ruling class had been
able to engage in the rational pursuit of position and power in an
orderly and mainly static society. Somebody has accused
Namier of taking mind out of history.? It is not perhaps a very
fortunate phrase, but one can see the point which the critic was
trying to make. Politics at the accession of George I1I were still
immune from the fanaticism of ideas, and of that passionate
belief in progress, which was to break on the world with the
French revolution and usher in the century of triumphant
liberalism. No ideas, no revolution, no liberalism : Namier chose

1. It is perhaps worth remarking that the only other considerable
conservative British writer of the period between the wars, Mr T. S.
Eliot, also enjoyed the advantage of a non-British background ; nobody
brought up in Great Britain before 1914 could wholly escape the
inhibiting influences of the liberal tradition.

2. The original criticism in an anonymous article in The Times
Literary Supplement of 28 August 1953 on ‘The Namier View of
History’, ran as follows: ‘Darwin was accused of taking mind out of
the universe; and Sir Lewis has been the Darwin of political history —
in more senses than one.’
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to give us a brilliant portrait of an age still safe - though not to
remain safe for long - from all these dangers.

But Namier’s choice of a second subject was equally signifi-
cant. Namier by-passed the great modern revolutions, English,
French, and Russian ~ he wrote nothing of substance on any of
them - and elected to give us a penetrating study of the Euro-
pean revolution of 1848 — a revolution that failed, a set-back all
over Europe for the rising hopes of liberalism, a demonstration
of the hollowness of ideas in face of armed force, of democrats
when confronted with soldiers. The intrusion of ideas into the
serious business of politics is futile and dangerous: Namier
rubbed in the moral by calling this humiliating failure ‘the
revolution of the intellectuals’. Nor is our conclusion a matter of
inference alone; for, though Namier wrote nothing systematic
on the philosophy of history, he expressed himself in an essay
published a few years ago with his usual clarity and incisiveness.
“The less, therefore,’ he wrote, ‘man clogs the free play
of his mind with political doctrine and dogma, the better
for his thinking,’ And, after mentioning, and not rejecting,
the charge that he had taken the mind out of history, he went
on:

Some political philosophers complain of a ‘tired lull’ and the
absence at present of argument on general politics in this coun-
try; practical solutions are sought for concrete problems, while
programmes and ideals are forgotten by both parties. But to me
this attitude seems to betoken a greater national maturity, and I
can only wish that it may long continue undisturbed by the
workings of political philosophy.!

1 do not want at the moment to join issue with this view: I will

reserve that for a later lecture. My purpose here is merely to

illustrate two important truths: first, that you cannot fully

understand or appreciate the work of the historian unless you

have first grasped the standpoint from which he himself ap-

proached it; secondly, that that standpoint is itself rooted in
1. L. Namier, Personalities and Powers (1955); PD- 55 7+
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a social and historical background. Do not forget that, as Marx
once said, the educator himself has to be educated; in modern
jargon, the brain of the brain-washer has itself been washed.
The historian, before he begins to write history, is the product
of history.

The historians of whom I have just spoken - Grote and
Mommsen, Trevelyan and Namier — were each of them cast, so
tospeak, in asingle social and political mould ; no marked change
of outlook occurs between their earlier and later work. But some
historians in periods of rapid change have reflected in their
writings not one society and one social order, but a succession of
different orders. The best example known to me of this is the
great German historian Meinecke, whose span of life and work
was unusually long, and covered a series of revolutionary and
catastrophic changes in the fortunes of his country. Here we
have in effect three different Meineckes, each the spokesman of
a different historical epoch, and each speaking through one of his
three major works. The Meinecke of Welthiirgerthum and
Nationalstaat, published in 1907, confidently sees the realiza-
tion of German national ideals in the Bismarckian Reich and -
like many nineteenth-century thinkers, from Mazzini onwards
- identifies nationalism with the highest form of universalism:
this is the product of the baroque Wilhelmine sequel to the age
of Bismarck. The Meinecke of Die Idee der Staatsrdson, pub-
lished in 1925, speaks with the divided and bewildered mind of
the Weimar Republic: the world of politics has become an
arena of unresolved conflict between raison d’état and a morality
which is external to politics, but which cannot in the last resort
override the life and security of the state. Finally the Meinecke
of Die Entstehung des Historismus, published in 1936 when he
had been swept from his academic honours by the Nazi flood,
utters a cry of despair, rejecting a historicism which appears to
recognize that ‘Whatever is, is right’ and tossing uneasily be-
tween the historical relative and a super-rational absolute. Last
of all, when Meinecke in his old age had seen his country suc-
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cumb to a military defeat more crushing than that of 1918, he
relapsed helplessly in Die Deutsche Katastrophe of 1946 into the
belief in a history at the mercy of blind, inexorable chance.! The
psychologist or the biographer would be interested here in
Meinecke’s development as an individual: what interests the
historian is the way in which Meinecke reflects back three — or
even four — successive, and sharply contrasted, periods of pres-
ent time into the historical past.

Or let us take a distinguished example nearer home. In the
iconoclastic 1930s, when the Liberal Party had just been snuffed
out as an effective force in British politics, Professor Butterfield
wrote a book called The Whig Interpretation of History, which
enjoyed a great and deserved success. It was a remarkable book
in many ways - not least because, though it denounced the Whig
Interpretation over some 130 pages, it did not (so far as I can
discover without the help of an index) name a single Whig
except Fox, who was no historian, or a single historian save
Acton, who was no Whig.? But anything that the book lacked in
detail and precision it made up for in sparkling invective. The
reader was left in no doubt that the Whig interpretation was a
bad thing; and one of the charges brought against it was that it
‘studies the past with reference to the present’. On this point
Professor Butterfield was categorical and severe:

The study of the past with one eye, so to speak, upon the
present is the source of all sins and sophistries in history. . . .It
is the essence of what we mean by the word ‘unhistorical’.?

1. I am indebted here to Dr W. Stark’s excellent analysis of
Meinecke’s development in his introduction to an English translation
of Die Idee der Staatsriison, published under the title Machiavellism in
1957; Dr Stark perhaps exaggerates the super-rational element in
Meinecke’s third period.

2. H. Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (1931); on
p. 67 the author confesses to ‘a healthy sort of distrust’ of ‘disem-
bodied reasoning’.

3. H. Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (1931), pp. 11,
31-2.




42 WHAT IS HISTORY ?

Twelve years elapsed. The fashion for iconoclasm went out.
Professor Butterfield’s country was engaged in a war often said
to be fought in defence of the constitutional liberties embodied
in the Whig tradition, under a great leader who constantly in-
voked the past ‘with one eye, so to speak, upon the present’. In
asmall book called The Englishman and His History published in
1944, Professor Butterfield not only decided that the Whig inter-
pretation of history was the ‘English’ interpretation, but spoke
enthusiastically of ‘the Englishman’s alliance with his history’
and of the ‘marriage between the present and the past’.! To
draw attention to these reversals of outlook is not an unfriendly
criticism. It is not my purpose to refute the proto-Butterfield
with the deutero-Butterfield, or to confront Professor Butter-
field drunk with Professor Butterfield sober. I am fully aware
that, if anyone took the trouble to peruse some of the things I
wrote before, during, and after the war, he would have no diffi-
culty at all in convincing me of contradictions and inconsis-
tencies atleast as glaring as any I have detected in others. Indeed,
I am not sure that I should envy any historian who could
honestly claim to have lived through the earth-shaking events
of the past fifty years without some radical modifications of his
outlook. My purpose is merely to show how closely the work of
the historian mirrors the society in which he works. It is not
merely the events that are in flux. The historian himselfis in flux.
When you take up a historical work, it is not enough to look for
the author’s name on the title-page: look also for the date of
publication or writing ~ it is sometimes even more revealing. If
the philosopher is right in telling us that we cannot step into the
same river twice, it is perhaps equally true, and for the same
reason, that two books cannot be written by the same historian.

And, if we move for a moment from the individual historian
to what may be called broad trends in historical writing, the
extent to which the historian is the product of his society be-
comes all the more apparent. In the nineteenth century, British

1. H. Butterfield, The Englishman and His History (1944), Pp- 2, 4~5.

SOCIETY AND THE INDIVIDUAL 43

historians with scarcely an exception regarded the course of
history as a demonstration of the principle of progress: they
expressed the ideology of a society in a condition of remarkably
rapid progress. History was full of meaning for British histori-
ans, so long as it seemed to be going our way; now that it has
taken a wrong turning, belief in the meaning of history has
become a heresy. After the First World War, Toynbee made a
desperate attempt to replace a linear view of history by a cyclical
theory ~ the characteristic ideology of a society in decline.?
Since Toynbee’s failure, British historians have for the most
part been content to throw in their hands and declare that there
is no general pattern in history at all. A banal remark by Fisher
to that effect® has achieved almost as wide a popularity as Ranke’s
aphorism in the last century. If anyone tells me that the British
historians of the last thirty years experienced this change of
heart as the result of profound individual reflexion and of the
burning of midnight oil in their separate garrets, I shall not think
it necessary to contest the fact. But I shall continue to regard all
this individual thinking and oil-burning as asocial phenomenon,
the product and expression of a fundamental change in the
character and outlook of our society since 1914. There is no
more significant pointer to the character of a society than the
kind of history it writes or fails to write. Geyl, the Dutch his-
torian, in his fascinating monograph translated into English
under the title Napoleon For and Against, shows how the succes-
sive judgements of French nineteenth-century historians on
Napoleon reflected the changing and conflicting patterns of
French political life and thought throughout the century. The
thought of historians, as of other human beings, is moulded by

1. Marcus Aurelius in the twilight of the Roman Empire consoled
himself by reflecting ‘how all things that are now happening have
happened in the past, and will happen in the future’ (To Himself, x,
P. 27); as is well known, Toynbee took the idea from Spengler’s Decline
of the West.

2. Preface, dated 4 December 1934, to 4 History of Europe.
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the environment of the time and place. Acton, who fully frecog-
nized this truth, sought for an escape from it in history itself:

History [he wrote] must be our deliverer not only from the
undue influence of other times, but from the undue influence of
our own, from the tyranny of environment and the pressure of
the air we breathe.!

This may sound too optimistic an assessment of the role of
history. But I shall venture to believe that the historian who is
most conscious of his own situation is also more capable of
transcending it, and more capable of appreciating the essential
nature of the differences between his own society and outlook
and those of other periods and other countries, than the his-
torian who loudly ‘protests that he is an individual and not a
social phenomenon. Man’s capacity to rise above his social and
historical situation seems to be conditioned by the sensitivity
with which he recognizes the extent of his involvement in it.

In my first lecture I said: Before you study the history study
the historian. Now I would add: Before you study the historian,
study his historical and social environment. The historian, being
an individual, is also a product of history and of society; and it is
in this twofold light that the student of history must learn to
regard him,

Let us now leave the historian and consider the other side of
my equation — the facts of history — in the light of the same prob-
lem. Is the object of the historian’s inquiry the behaviour of
individuals or the action of social forces ? Here I am moving on
to well-trodden ground. When Sir Isaiah Berlin published a few
years ago a sparkling and popular essay entitled Historical In-
evitability - to the main thesis of which I shall return later in
these lectures — he headed it with a motto, culled from the works
of Mr T. S. Eliot, ¢ Vast impersonal forces’; and throughout the
essay he pokes fun at people who believe in ‘vast impersonal

1. Acton, Lectures on Modern History (1906), p. 33.
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forces’ rather than individuals as the decisive factor in history.
What I will call the Bad King John theory of history - the view
that what matters in history is the character and behaviour of
indivicuals = has a long pedigree. The desire to postulate
individual genius as the creative force in history is characteristic
of the primitive stages of historical consciousness. The ancient
Greeks liked to label the achievements of the past with the
names of eponymous heroes supposedly responsible for them,
to attribute their epics to a bard called Homer, and their laws
and institutions to a Lycurgus or a Solon. The same inclination
reappears at the Renaissance, when Plutarch, the biographer-
moralist, was much more popular and influential a figure in the
classical revival than the historians of antiquity. In this country,
in particular, we all learned this theory, so to speak, at our
mother’s knee; and today we should probably recognize that
there is something childish, or at any rate childlike, about it. It
had some plausibility in days when society was simpler, and
public affairs appeared to be run by a handful of known indi-
viduals. It clearly does not fit the more complex society of our
times ; and the birth in the nineteenth century of the new science
of sociology was a response to this growing complexity. Yet the
old tradition dies hard. At the beginning of this century, ‘ history
is the biography of great men’ was still a reputable dictum.
Only ten years ago a distinguished American historian accused
his colleagues, perhaps not too seriously, of the ‘mass murder
of historical characters’ by treating them as ‘puppets of social
and economic forces’.! Addicts of this theory tend nowadays
to be shy about it; but, after some searching, I found an excel-
lent contemporary statement of it in the introduction to one of
Miss Wedgwood’s books.

The behaviour of men as individuals [she writes] is more inter-
esting to me than their behaviour as groups or classes. History
can be written with this bias as well as another ; it is neither more,

1. American Historical Review, Ivi, No. 1 (January 1951), p. 270.
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nor less, misleading. . . . This book ... i an attempt to under-
stand how these men felt and why, in their own estimation, they
acted as they did.?
This statement is precise; and, since Miss Wedgwood is a popu-
lar writer, magy people, I am sure, think as she does. Dr Rowse
tells us, for instance, that the Elizabethan system broke down
because James I was incapable of understanding it, and that th.e
English revolution of the seventeenth century was an ‘.aoa-
dental’ event due to the stupidity of the two first Stuart kings.?
Even Sir James Neale, a more austere historian than Pr .Rowse,
sometimes seems more eager to express his admiration for
Queen Elizabeth than to explain what the Tudor monarf:hy
stood for; and Sir Isaiah Berlin, in the essay whitfh 1 l.mve just
quoted, is terribly worried by the prospect that historians may
fail to denounce Genghis Khan and Hitler as bad men.® The
Bad King John and Good Queen Bess theory is especially rife
when we come to more recent times. Itis easier to call commun-
ism “the brain-child of Karl Marx’ (I pluck this ﬂowe.r _from a
recent stockbrokers’ circular) than to analyse its ongm.ayd
character, to attribute the Bolshevik Revolution to the stupidity
of Nicholas II or to German gold than to study its profound
social causes, and to see in the two world wars of this century the
result of the individual wickedness of Wilhelm II and Hitler
rather than of some deep-seated breakdown in the system of
international relations. i

Miss Wedgwood’s statement, then, combines two proposi-
tions. The first is that the behaviour of men as individuals is
distinct from their behaviour as members of groups or classes,

1. C. V. Wedgwood, The King’s Peace (1955); P- 17

2. A.L.Rowse, The England of Elizabeth (1950); pp. 261-2, 382,
ItisfairtopointoutthatinanearlieressayMrRowsecondcmned
“historians who think that the Bourbons failed to re-establish the mon-
archy in France after 1870 just because of Henry V’s attachment to a
little white flag’ (The End of an Epoch, 1949, P- 275); perhaps he
reserves such personal explanations for English history.

3. 1. Berlin, Historical Inevitability (1954); P- 42.

|
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and that the historian may legitimately choose to dwell on the
one rather than on the other. The second is that the study of the
behaviour of men as individuals consists of the study of the
conscious motives of their actions.

After what I have already said, I need not labour the first
point. It is not that the view of man as an individual is more or
less misleading than the view of him as a member of the group;
it is the attempt to draw a distinction between the two which is
misleading. The individual is by definition a member of a
society, or probably of more than one society - call it group,
class, tribe, nation, or what you will, Early biologists were
content to classify species of birds, beasts, and fishes in cages,
aquariums, and showcases, and did not seck to study the living
creature in relation to its environment. Perhaps the social
sciences today have not yet fully emerged from that primitive
stage. Some people distinguish between psychology as the
science of the individual and sociology as the science of society;
and the name ‘psychologism’ has been given to the view that all
social problems are ultimately reducible to the analysis of
individual human behaviour. But the psychologist who failed
to study the social environment of the individual would not get
very far.! It is tempting to make a distinction between bio-
graphy, which treats man as an individual, and history, which
treats man as part of a whole, and to suggest that good biography
makes bad history. ‘Nothing causes more error and unfairness
in man’s view of history’, Acton once wrote, ‘than the interest
which is inspired by individual characters.’® But this distinction,

1. Modern psychologists have none the less been convicted of this
error: ‘Psychologists as a group have not treated the individual as a
unit in a functioning social system, but rather as the concrete human
being who was then conceived as proceeding to form social systems.
They have thus not adequately taken account of the peculiar sense in
which their categories are abstract’ (Professor Talcott Parsons in the
introduction to Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organ=

ization, 1947, p. 27). See also the remarks on Freud, p. 138 below.
2. Home and Foreign Review, January 1863, p. 219.




48 WHAT IS HISTORY ?

too, is unreal. Nor do I want to take shelter behind the Victorian
proverb placed by G. M. Young on the title-page of his book
Victorian England: “Servants talk about people, gentlefolk
discuss things.” Some biographies are serious contributions to
history : in my own field, Isaac Deutscher’s biographies of Stalin
and Trotsky are outstanding examples. Others belong to liter-
ature, like the historical novel. ‘To Lytton Strachey’, writes
Professor ‘Trevor-Roper, ‘historical problems were always, and
only, problems of individual behaviour and individual eccen-
tricity. . . . Historical problems, the problems of politics and
society, he never sought to answer, or even to ask.” Nobody is
obliged to write or read history; and excellent books can be
written about the past which are not history. But I think we are
entitled by convention - as I propose to do in these lectures —to
reserve the word ‘ history’ for the process of inquiry into the past
of man in society.

The second point, i.e. that history is concerned to inquire why
individuals ‘in their own estimation, acted as they did’, seems
at first sight extremely odd; and I suspect that Miss Wedgwood
like other sensible people, does not practise what she preaches.
If she does, she must write some very queer history. Everyone
knows today that human beings do not always, or perhaps even
habitually, act from motives of which they are fully conscious
or which they are willing to avow; and to exclude insight into
unconscious or unavowed motives is surely a way of going about
one’s work with one eye wilfully shut. This is;, however, what,
according to some people, historians ought to do. The point is

1. This idea was elaborated by Herbert Spencer in his most solemn
style in The Study of Sociology, ch. 2: If you want roughly to estimate
anyone’s mental calibre, you cannot do it better than by observing the
ratio of generalities to personalities in his talk — how far simple truths
about individuals are replaced by truths abstracted from numerous
experiences of men and things. And when you have thus measured
many, you find but a scattered few likely to take anything more than a
biographical view of human affairs,”

2. H. R. Trevor-Roper, Historical Bssays (1957), p. 281.
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this. So long as you are content to say that the badness of King
John consisted in his greed or stupidity or ambition to play the
tyrant, you are speaking in terms of individual qualities which
are comprehensible even at the level of nursery history. But,
once you begin to say that King John was the unconscious tool
of vested interests opposed to the rise to power of the feudal
barons, you notonly introduce a more complicated and sophisti-
cated view of King John’s badness, but you appear to suggest
that historical events are determined not by the conscious actions
of individuals, but by some extraneous and all-powerful forces
guiding their unconscious will. This is, of course, nonsense. So
far as I am concerned, I have no belief in Divine Providence,
World Spirit, Manifest Destiny, History with a capital H, or
any other of the abstractions which have sometimes been sup-
posed to guide the course of events; and I should endorse with-
out qualification the comment of Marx:

History does nothing, it possesses no immense wealth, fights
no battles. It is rather man, real living man who does everything,
who possesses and fights.?

The two remarks which I have to make on this question have
nothing to do with any abstract view of history, and are based on
purely empirical observation.

The first is that history is to a considerable extent a matter of
numbers. Carlyle was responsible for the unfortunate assertion
that “history is the biography of great men’. But listen to him
at his most eloquent and in his greatest historical work:

Hunger and nakedness and nightmare oppression lying heavy
on twenty-five million hearts: this, not the wounded vanities or
contradicted philosophies of philosophical advocates, rich shop-
keepers, rural noblesse, was the prime mover in the French
revolution; as the like will be in all such revolutions, in all
countries.?

1. Marx-Engels: Gesamtausgabe, 1, iii, p. 625.
2. History of the French Revolution, 111, iii, ch. L.
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Or, as Lenin said: ‘Politics begin where the masses are; not
where there are thousands, but where there are millions, that is
where serious politics begin.’* Carlyle’s and Lenin’s millions
were millions of individuals: there was nothing impersonal
about them. Discussions of this question sometimes confuse
anonymity with impersonality. People do not cease to be people,
or individuals individuals, because we do not know their names.
M Eliot’s “vast, impersonal forces’ were the individuals whom
Clarendon,a bolder and franker conservative, calls ‘dirty people
of no name’.2 These nameless millions were individuals acting
more or less unconsciously, togethér, and constituting a social
force. The historian will not in ordinary circumstances need to
take cognizance of a single discontented peasant or discontented
village. But millions of discontented peasants in thousands of
villages are a factor which no historian will ignore. The reasons
which deter Jones from getting married do not interest the
historian unless the same reasons also deter thousands of other
individuals of Jones’s generation, and bring about a substantial
fall in a marriage-rate: in that event, they may well be historically
significant. Nor need we be perturbed by the platitude that
movements are started by minorities. All effective movements
have few leaders and a multitude of followers ; but this does not
mean that the multitude is not essential to their success. Num-
bers count in history.

My second observation is even better attested. Writers of
many different schools of thought have concurred in remarking
that the actions of individual human beings often have results
which were not intended or desired by the actors or indeed by
any other individual. The Christian believes that the individual,
acting consciously for his own often selfish ends, is the uncon-
scious agent of God’s purpose. Mandeville’s ‘private vices ~

1. Lenin, Selected Works, vii, p. 295.
2. Clarendon, 4 Brief View & Survey of the Dangerous & Perni-
cious Errors to Church & State in Mr Hobbes® Book entitled Leviathan

(1676), p. 320.
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public benefits’ was an early and deliberately paradoxical ex~
pression of this discovery. Adam Smith’s hidden hand and
Hegel’s ‘cunning of reason’, which sets individuals to work for
it and to serve its purposes, though the individuals believe them-
selves to be fulfilling their own personal desires, are too familiar
to require quotation. In the social production of their means of
production,’ wrote Marx in the preface to his Critique of Political
Economy, “human beings enter into definite and necessary rela-
tions which are independent of their will’ ‘Man lives con~
sciously for himself,’ wrote Tolstoy in War and Peace, echoing
Adam Smith, ‘but is an unconscious instrument in the attain-
ment of the historic universal aims of humanity.” And here, to
round off this anthology, which is already long enougb, is
Professor Butterfield: ‘There is something in the nature of
historical events which twists the course of history in a direction
that no man ever intended.’ Since 1914, after a hundred years
of only minor local wars, we have had two major world wars. It
would not be a plausible explanation of this phenomenon to
maintain that more individuals wanted war, or fewer wanted
peace, in the first half of the twentieth century than in the last
three quarters of the nineteenth. Itis difficult to believe that any
individual willed or desired the great economic depression of
the 1930s. Yet it was indubitably brought about by the actions
of individuals, each consciously pursuing some totally different
aim. Nor does the diagnosis of a discrepancy between the inten-
tions of the individual and the results of his action always have
to wait for the retrospective historian. ‘He does not mean to go
to war,’ wrote Lodge of Woodrow Wilson in March 1917, “but
1 think he will be carried away by events.’® It defies all the evi-
dence, to suggest that history can be written on the basis of

1. L. Tolstoy, War and Peace, ix, ch. 1.

2. H. Butterfield, The Englishman and His History (1944), p-
103.

3. Quoted in B. W. Tuchman, The Zimmerman Telegram (N.Y.,
1958), p. 180.
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¢explanations in terms of human intentions™ or of accounts of
their motives given by the actors themselves, of why ‘in their
own estimation, they acted as they did’. The facts of history are
indeed facts about individuals, but not about actions of indi-
viduals performed in isolation, and not about the motives, real
or imaginary, from which individuals suppose themselves to
have acted. They are facts about the relations of individuals to
one another in society and about the social forces which produce
from the actions of individuals results often at variance with,
and sometimes opposite to, the results which they themselves
intended.

One of the serious errors of Collingwood’s view of history
which I discussed in my last lecture was to assume that the
thought behind the act, which the historian was called on to
investigate, was the thought of the individual actor. This isa
false assumption. What the historian is called on to investigate
is what lies behind the act; and to this the conscious thought or
motive of the individual actor may be quite irrelevant.

Here I should say something about the role of the rebel or
dissident in history. To set up the popular picture of the indi-
vidual in revolt against society is to reintroduce the false anti-
thesis between society and the individual. No society is fully
homogeneous. Every society is an arena of social conflicts, and
those individuals who range themselves against existing
authority are no less products and reflexions of the society than
those who uphold it. Richard II and Catherine the Great re-
presented powerfulsocial forces in the England of the fourteenth
century and in the Russia of the eighteenth century: but so also
did Wat Tyler and Pugachev, the leader of the great serf rebel-
lion. Monarchs and rebels alike were the product of the specific
conditions of their age and country. To describe Wat Tyler and
Pugachev as individuals in revolt against society is a misleading

1. The phrase is quoted from I. Berlin, Historical Inevitability
(1954), P. 7> where the writing of history in these terms appears to be
commended.
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simplification, If they had been merely that, the historian would
never have heard of them. They owe their role in history to the
mass of their followers, and are significant as social phenomena,
or not at all. Or let us take an outstanding rebel and individualist
at a more sophisticated level. Few people have reacted more
violently and more radically against the society of their day and
country than Nietzsche. Yet Nietzsche was a direct product of
European, and more specifically of German, society -~ a phenom-
enon which could not have occurred in China or Peru. A genera-
tion after Nietzsche’s death it became clearer than it had been
to his contemporaries how strong were the European, and
specifically German, social forces of which this individual had
been the expression; and Nietzsche became a more significant
figure for posterity than for his own generation.

The role of the rebel in history has some analogies with that
of the great man. The great-man theory of history —a particular
example of the Good Queen Bess school - has gone out of
fashion in recent years, though it still occasionally rears its un-
gainly head. The editor of a series of popular history text-books,
started after the Second World War, invited his authors ‘to
open up a significant historical theme by way of a biography of
a great man’; and Mr A. J. P. Taylor told us in one of his
minor essays that the history of modern Europe can be written
in terms of three titans: Napoleon, Bismarck, and Lenin’,!
though in his more serious writings he has undertaken no such
rash project. What is the role of the great man in history ? The
great man is an individual, and, being an outstanding individual,
is also a social phenomenon of outstanding importance. ‘It is
an obvious truth’, observed Gibbon, ‘that the times must be
suited to extraordinary characters, and that the genius of
Cromwell or Retz might now expire in obscurity.”* Marx, in
The Eighteenth Brumaire of Lowis Bonaparte, diagnosed the
converse phenomenon: ‘The class war in France created

1. A.]. P. Taylor, From Napoleon to Stalin (1950), P- 74
2. Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ch. Ixx.
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circumstances and relations which enabled a gross mediocrity to
strut about in a hero’s garb.” Had Bismarck been born in the
eighteenth century - an absurd hypothesis, since he would not
then have been Bismarck — he would not have united Germany
and might not have been a great man at all. But one need not, I
think, as Tolstoy does, decry great men as no more than ‘labels
giving names to events’. Sometimes of course the cult of the
great man may have sinister implications. Nietzsche’s super-
man is a repellent figure. It is not necessary for me to recall the
case of Hitler, or the grim consequences of the “cult of person-
ality’ in the Soviet Union. But it is not my purposeto deflate the
greatness of great men: nor do I want to subscribe to the thesis
that ‘great men are almost always bad men’. The view which I
would hope to discourage is the view which places great men
outside history and sees them as imposing themselves on history
in virtue of their greatness, as ‘jack-in-the-boxes who emerge
miraculously from the unknown to interrupt the real continuity
of history’.! Even today I donot know that we can better Hegel’s
classic description:

The great man of the age is the one who can put into words
the will of his age, tell his age what its will is, and accomplish it.
What he does is the heart and essence of his age; he actualizes
his age.®

Dr Leavis means something like this when he says that great
writers are ‘significant in terms of the human awareness they
promote’.3 The great man is always representative either of
existing forces or of forces which he helps to create by way of
challenge to existing authority. But the higher degree of creativ-
ity may perhaps be assigned to those great men who, like Crom-
well or Lenin, helped to mould the forces which carried them to
greatness, rather than to those who, like Napoleon or Bismarck,

1. V. G. Childe, History (1947); P- 43-
2. Philosophy of Right (English transl., 1942), p. 295.
3. F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (1948), p. 2.
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rode to greatness on the back of already existing forces. Nor
should we forget those great men who stood so far in advance
of their own time that their greatness was recognized only by
succeeding generations. What seems to me essential is to recog-
nize in the great man an outstanding individual who is at once a
product and an agent of the historical process, at once the repre-
sentative and the creator of social forces which change the shape
of the world and the thoughts of men.

History, then, in both senses of the word - meaning both the
inquiry conducted by the historian and the facts of the past into
which he inquires - is a social process, in which individuals are
engaged as social beings; and the imaginary antithesis between
society and the individual is no more than a red herring drawn
across our path to confuse our thinking. The reciprocal process
of interaction between the historian and his facts, what I have
called the dialogue between present and past, is a dialogue not
between abstract and isolated individuals, but between the
society of today and the society of yesterday. History, in Burck-
hardt’s words, is “the record of what one age finds worthy of
note in another’.! The past is intelligible to us only in the light
of the present; and we can fully understand the present only in
the light of the past. To enable man to understand the society of
the past, and to increase his mastery over the society of the
present, is the dual function of history.

1. J. Burckhardt, Judgements on History and on Historians (1959);
P. 158.




3 History, Science, and Morality

WHEN I was very young, I was suitably impressed tolearn that,
appearances notwithstanding, the whale is not a fish. Nowadays
these questions of classification move me less; and it does not
worry me unduly when I am assured that history is not a science.
This terminological question is an eccentricity of the English
language. In every other European language, the equivalent
word to “science’ includes history without hesitation. But in the
English-speaking world this question has a long past behind it,
and the issues raised by it are a convenient introduction to the
problems of method in history.

At the end of the eighteenth century, when science had con-
tributed so triumphantly both to man’s knowledge of the world
and to man’s knowledge of his own physical attributes, it began
to be asked whether science could not also further man’s know-
ledge of society. The conception of the social sciences, and of
history among them, gradually developed throughout the nine-
teenth century; and the method by which science studied the
world of nature was applied to the study of human affairs. In the
first part of this period the Newtonian tradition prevailed.
Society, like the world of nature, was thought of as amechanism
the title of a work by Herbert Spencer, Social Statics, published
in 1851, is still remembered. Bertrand Russell, reared in this
tradition, later recalled the period when he hoped that in time
there would be ‘a mathematics of human behaviour as precise
as the mathematics of machines’.! Then Darwin made another
scientific revolution ; and social scientists, taking their cue from
biology, began to think of society as an organism. But the real
importance of the Darwinian revolution was that Darwin, com-

1. B. Russell, Portraits from Memory (1958), p. 20.
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pleting what Lyell had already begun in geology, brought his-
tory into science. Science was concerned no longer with some-
thing static and timeless,! but with a process of change and
development. Evolution in science confirmed and comple-
mented progress in history. Nothing, however, occurred to alter
the inductive view of historical method which I described in my
first lecture: first collect your facts, then interpret them. It was
assumed withoutquestionthat thiswasalsothe methodof science.
This was the view which Bury evidently had in mind when, in
the closing words of his inaugural lecture of January 1903, he
described history as “a science, no more and no less’. The fifty
years after Bury’s inaugural lecture witnessed a strong reaction
against this view of history. Collingwood, when he wrote in the
1930s, was particularly anxious to draw a sharp line between the
world of nature, which was the object of scientific inquiry, and
the world of history; and during this period Bury’s dictum was
rarely quoted except in terms of derision. But what historians
failed to notice at the time was that science itself had undergone
a profound revolution, which makes it seem that Bury may
have been more nearly right than we had supposed, though for
the wrong reason. What Lyell did for geology and Darwin for
biology has now been done for astronomy, which has become a
science of how the universe came to be what it is; and modern
physicists constantly tell us that what they investigate are not
facts, but events. The historian has some excuse for feeling him-
self more at home in the world of science today than he could
have done a hundred years ago.

Let us look first at the concept of laws. Throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, scientists assumed that
laws of nature — Newton’s laws of motion, the law of gravitation,
Boyle’s law, the law of evolution, and so forth - had been dis-
covered and definitely established, and that the business of the

1. As late as 1874, Bradley distinguished science from history as
being concerned with the timeless and <abiding’ (F. H. Bradley,
Collected Essays, 1935, i, P- 36)
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scientist was to discover and establish more such laws by process
of induction from observed facts. The word ‘law’ came down
trailing clouds of glory from Galileo and Newton. Students of
society, consciously or unconsciously desiring to assert the
scientific status of their studies, adopted the same language and
believed themselves to be following the same procedure. The
political economists seem to have been first in the field with
Gresham’s law, and Adam Smith’s laws of the market. Burke
appealed to ‘the laws of commerce, which are the laws of nature,
and consequently the Laws of God’.! Malthus propounded a
law of population; Lassalle an iron law of wages; and Marx in
the preface to Capital claimed to have discovered ‘the economic
law of motion of modern society’. Buckle in the concluding
words of his Hiszory of Civilization expressed the conviction that
the course of human affairs was ‘permeated by one glorious
principle of universal and undeviating regularity’. Today this
terminology sounds as old-fashioned as it is presumptuous ; but
it sounds almost as old-fashioned to the physical scientist as it
does to the social scientist. In the year before Bury delivered his
inaugural lecture, the French mathematician Henri Poincaré
published a small volume called La Science et I’hypothése which
started a revolution in scientific thinking. Poincaré’s main thesis
was that the general propositions enunciated by scientists, where
they were not mere definitions or disguised conventions about
the use of language, were hypotheses designed to crystallize and
organize further thinking, and were subject toverification, modi-
fication, or refutation. All this has now become something of a
commonplace. Newton’s boast ‘Hypotheses non fingo® rings
hollow today; and though scientists, and even social scientists,
still sometimes speak of laws, so to speak, for old time’s sake,

1. Thoughts and Details on Scarcity (1795) in The Works of Edmund
Burke (1846), iv, p. 270; Burke deduced that it was not ‘ within the com=
petence of the government, taken as government, or even of the rich,
as rich, to supply to the poor those necessaries which it has pleased the
Divine Providence for awhile to withhold from them’.
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they no longer believe in their existence in the sense in which
scientists of the eighteenth and nineteenth century universally
believed in them. It is recognized that scientists make dis-
coveries and acquire fresh knowledge, not by establishing
precise and comprehensive laws, but by enunciating hypotheses
which open the way to fresh inquiry. A standard text-book on
scientific method by two American philosophers describes the
method of science as ‘essentially circular’:

We obtain evidence for principles by appealing to empirical
material, to what is alleged to be ‘fact’; and we select, analyse,
and interpret empirical material on the basis of principles.?

The word “reciprocal’ would perhaps have been preferable to
‘circular’; for the result is not to return to the same place, but
to move forward to fresh discoveries through this process of
intéraction between principles and facts, between theory and
practice. All thinking requires acceptance of certain presupposi-
tions based on observation, which make scientific thinking
possible but are subject to revision in the light of that thinking.
These hypotheses may well be valid in some contexts or for
some purposes, though they turn out to be invalid in others. The
test in all cases is the empirical one whether they are in fact
effective in promoting fresh insights and adding to our know-
ledge. The methods of Rutherford were recently described by
one of his most distinguished pupils and fellow-workers:

He had a driving urge to know how nuclear phenomena
worked, in the sense in which one could speak of knowing what
went on in the kitchen. I do not believe that he searched for an
explanation in the classical manner of a theory using certain
basic laws; as long as he knew what was happening he was
content.®

1. M. R. Cohen and E. Nagel, Introduction to Logic and Scientific

Method (1934), p. 596. . y
2. Sir ‘Charles Ellis in Trinity Review (Cambridge, Lent Term,

1960), p. 14.





















































































































































































