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Abstract

There is a pronounced tendency within contemporary philosophy of history to think of
historical knowledge as something apart from the kind of knowledge generated in the
sciences. This has given rise to a myriad of epistemological issues. For if historical
knowledge is not related to the scientific, then what is it? By what logic does it proceed? How
are historical conclusions justified? Although almost the entirety of contemporary
philosophy of history has been dedicated to such questions, there has been little real and
agreed upon progress. Rather than fire yet another salvo in this rhetorical war, however, this
thesis wishes instead to examine what lies beneath the basic presumption of separatism
which animates it. Part One examines several paradigmatic examples of twentieth century
philosophy of history in order to identify the grounds by which their authors considered
history fundamentally different in kind from the sciences. It is concluded that, in each case,
the case for separatism flows from the pervasive assumption that any body of knowledge
which might rightly be called a science can be recognised by its search for general laws of
nature. As history does not seem to share this aim, it is therefore considered to be knowledge
of a fundamentally different kind. This thesis terms this the "nomothetic assumption.” Part
Two argues that such nomothetic assumptions are not an accurate representation of either
scientific theory or practice and therefore that any assumption of separatism based upon
them is unsound. To do this, examples of acknowledged scientific problems from the
biological and geological sciences which do not involve the use of general laws are
examined, with the aim of discovering how these historical disciplines are able to do the
work of explanation in their absence. They do so, it is concluded, through a mechanism of
epistemic (as opposed to literary) narrative. Having thus identified how historical sciences
proceed without making direct use of laws, Part Two then generalises this model of scientific
narrative and shows how it can be used to model existing practices in human history. This
conclusion has far-reaching consequences, for it brings a single definition, method, and logic
of confirmation to all studies of the past — whether traditionally acknowledged as scientific or
historical. Thus all historical enquiries proceed by a common logic and by a common
method. This effectively and definitively places human history among the sciences, without

the need for the kind of radical transformation past attempts to do this have required.
(409 words)
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Introduction
“Loomings”

This is, speaking in the broadest sense, a thesis dedicated to a re-examination of one
of the oldest questions in the philosophy of history — is history a science? The reader
might be forgiven for rolling their eyes at this. The question of whether history is or
is not a science is, after all, also one of the most thoroughly discussed questions in the
philosophy of history. And yet despite — or perhaps because of — this long history of
discussion, it seems a common conclusion among contemporary historians and
philosophers of history that this question has long been settled in the negative and
that there is very little that is new that might be said about it. Indeed, to talk of a
scientific history now in the age of the linguistic turn and the postmodern seems
almost gauche. There are still those, of course, who claim that history should reorient
itself along scientific lines. But the insistence of such authors on the changes that
would need to be made to historical practice in order for this to be achieved implies a
tacit acceptance of the premise that, as it presently stands, history is not conducted or
conceptualised in a way consistent with the sciences. As the ecologist,
mathematician, and aspiring philosopher of history Peter Turchin has succinctly

phrased it:

We must collect quantitative data, construct general explanations and test them

empirically on all the data, rather than on instances carefully selected to prove our

pet narratives. To truly learn from history, we must transform it into a science.'
Case closed, it would seem. Whatever history is, it seems generally agreed — even self
evident — that it isn't science. It is the intention of this thesis, however, to argue that
there remains a great deal which might yet be said on the subject, and that this most
basic of questions remains far from settled. To this end, this thesis will not only offer
a defence of the now somewhat unpopular view that history can be a science, but will
further argue that it essentially already is. More specifically, it will be argued that the
basic form underlying historical explanations as they are currently accepted and
understood is entirely compatible with our most nuanced current understandings of
science, and that no separate epistemology (or methodological concession to existing
epistemology) is required in order to claim this. No deep structural revisions of

current historical practice are necessary.

Certainly these are, or least appear to be, bold claims. To establish claims of such

1 Peter Turchin, 'Arise “Cliodynamics”," Nature. Vol. 454 (3 July 2008). p.35.
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magnitude, which potentially call into question much of what counts as received
wisdom and argument in the contemporary philosophy of history, it will come as no
surprise to learn that a deep dive into the foundations of that philosophy must be
undertaken. For the accusation that so many philosophers and historians have been
so mistaken about a question of such magnitude (or have been correct, but for the
wrong reasons) suggests that whatever it is that has made such an error possible, it
cannot be trivial, nor can it be limited in scope. Therefore, the first of the two major
claims made by this thesis will be that just such a systemic error can be reliably
identified throughout twentieth century philosophy of history, and that this error
takes the form of a persistent assumption regarding the nature of science that has
informed almost every aspect of the philosophy of history to the present day. We will
call this the “nomothetic assumption.”? This term will function here as shorthand for
the identification of the entire theory and practice of science with the production and
deployment of timeless and universal “laws of nature.” That is, a nomothetic
assumption is effectively a consideration of physics as the exemplar of all science —
and therefore results in the attempt to apply the practices of that field to all other
branches of science. Or, for those outside of the sciences, it is the tendency to argue
that if a discipline does not clearly produce or utilise general laws, then that discipline
cannot be considered scientific. In the first part of this thesis, we will not only
identify a persistent nomothetic assumption throughout twentieth century
philosophy of history, we shall also argue that the presence of this assumption -

whether explicitly or tacitly held — has had a profound impact on the development of

2 As this term will appear frequently throughout this thesis, let us be clear about its meaning from
the very outset. “Nomothetic” is a Greek term that has become a commonly used technical term in
philosophy. The term was originally introduced into philosophy in the late nineteenth century by
the German neo-Kantian philosopher Wilhelm Windelband. Windelband, building on Kant, used
the terms “nomothetic” and “idiographic” to describe what he saw as two very different
approaches to explanation — the former peculiar to the sciences, the latter to the humanities.
“Nomothetic” - literally Greek for “proposition of the law” — was taken by Windelband to describe
the efforts of natural science to generalise the objective phenomena of the world into universal
laws. This is contrasted with the term “idiographic,” which Windelband defines as the tendency —
as exhibited by the humanities — to deal with particularities, contingencies, and accidents. (See:
Wilhelm Windelband, 'Rectorial Address, Strasbourg 1894,' History and Theory. Vol. 19, No. 2
(February 1980). pp.169-185.). Essentially then, this is a more technical way of saying that science
aspires to the general, and the humanities to the particular. The term “nomothetic” is to be
preferred to merely “generalising” however, as the etymology of the former makes clear that the
ideal of generalisation is the universal law. By using this term wherever we wish to imply an ideal
of general laws, we are freed to use the terms “general” and “particular” in a more relativistic
sense. That is, the aim of a generalising (as opposed to nomothetic) discipline need not be a law in
the strictest sense — but merely a conclusion at a higher level of enquiry than the instances used to
derive it. As Mark Day has phrased it: “'Parisian merchant' is a more general property than
"Parisian grain trader,' and 'French merchant' is a more general property than both.” (See: Mark
Day, The Philosophy of History. Continuum: London & New York, 2008. p.55.) We might therefore, in
a sense, generalise about French merchants, without claiming to have uncovered some truly general
law. We may not, however, assume the same for a nomothetic discipline — a nomothetic discipline
aims for nothing less than laws.



the philosophy of history. For it is this nomothetic assumption which lies at the root
of the widespread perception among historians and philosophers of history that
historical knowledge and scientific knowledge are fundamentally different in kind.
This is because a thoroughgoing nomothetic assumption regarding science has led to
the concomitant assumption that any other kind of explanatory model that history
might be shown to use is, by definition, not scientific. And this assumption, it will be
argued, is quite fundamental. That is, while there have been many seemingly
disparate classes of argument which have attempted to establish the autonomy and
epistemic uniqueness of history, we shall see that all such arguments either rest upon
some form of the nomothetic assumption or are otherwise unable to achieve their
purpose of distinguishing between history (as traditionally understood) and the

sciences.?

Having identified this persistent nomothetic assumption in the philosophy of history,
this thesis will then proceed to argue that it is a deeply flawed and myopic vision of
science, and that by merely acknowledging this fact we can clear away many
objections to considering the basic kind of explanations that history can and does
offer scientific in principle. That this can be done without requiring any truly radical
revision of current historical practice is possible because the alternative explanatory
form that much contemporary philosophy of history has converged upon in order to
describe its own operation — the concept of narrative — is a concept that can and must
be grounded in science. This claim that there is such a thing as a scientifically
legitimate “technical sense” of the term narrative, and that history's existing methods
and explanatory strategies broadly conform to such a sense, represents the second
major claim of this thesis. This is a key departure from much contemporary
philosophy of history, which has argued that history either attempts to explain
through the construction of narratives — which are seen as a uniquely literary rather

than epistemic mechanism* — or that history must be grounded in some other

3 To be clear, this thesis is primarily concerned with the class of arguments which have used the
nomothetic assumption to argue for history's autonomy from the sciences. Certainly, other
arguments by which philosophers have attempted to establish this conclusion — such as those
arguments which claim that “the past is gone” and thus beyond the reach of any empirical enquiry,
or those which claim that there is simply too much interpretive bias in history — will make an
appearance in these pages. But it should be remembered that they are not the primary focus of this
work. Therefore, in dealing with them, we will content ourselves with showing that, if they are
problematic, they are problematic for both history and the sciences in equal measure.

4 Examples of this literary-narrativist position which are to be examined by this thesis include: W. B.
Gallie, Philosophy and the Historical Understanding. 2" Edition. Schocken Books: New York, 1968.
Louis O. Mink, 'The Autonomy of Historical Understanding,' History and Theory. Vol. 5, No. 1
(1966). pp.24-47. Louis O. Mink, History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension,' New Literary
History. Vol. 1, No. 3 (Spring 1970). pp.541-558. Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical
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(presumably more scientifically respectable) explanatory mechanism.? In neither case
is the concept of narration taken seriously as an epistemic mechanism. In this respect,
by dissolving the nomothetic assumption which has held all narrativism — regardless
of its epistemic merits — as separate from science, this thesis attempts to offer a
genuine way out of the apparent dilemma which has forced generations of
philosophers of history into choosing between science and the status quo. Reflecting

these twin requirements, this thesis will be broken into two parts.

Part One — The Nomothetic Assumption

The first half of this thesis will demonstrate the presence of an underlying
nomothetic assumption throughout much of the most influential work in the
twentieth century philosophy of history. This assumption, it will be argued, has led
philosophers of history to one of two broad conclusions. Either history must be
utterly remade in order to conform to this nomothetic-deductive practice in order to
produce knowledge worth the name, or history must not have any more than a
tangential connection to science. However, the most important argument to be made
in Part One regarding the nomothetic assumption is not merely that such
assumptions have existed, but that they were/are effectively bipartisan. That is, a
nomothetic assumption was not merely an article of faith held by only one side of a
broader debate. Were that the case, the assumption itself would rise or fall with the
success of that faction, and thus be of little more than marginal interest. Instead, it is
the intention of this thesis to argue that a nomothetic assumption regarding science is
better understood as having been a basic part of the axiomatic fabric from which all
twentieth and early twenty-first century philosophers of history have reasoned. That
is, it has guided the reasoning of all participants in the debate over the status of
historical knowledge, although not always in the same way. Thus while we can
clearly and unambiguously see the nomothetic assumption as underlying the well-

known arguments of the covering law theorists of the mid-twentieth century (as well

Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore, 1973.

5 Examples of such positions which will be encountered here include attempts to cast history in
terms of evolutionary biology. See: Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs and Steel: A Short History of
Everybody for the Last 13,000 Years. Vintage Press: London, 2005. William H. McNeill, 'Passing
Strange: The Convergence of Evolutionary Science with Scientific History," History and Theory. Vol.
40, No. 1 (February 2001). pp.1-15. The reduction of history to mathematics and statistics. See: Peter
Turchin, 'Arise “Cliodynamics”,' Nature. Vol. 454 (3 July 2008). pp.34-35. Contemporary versions of
the covering law model. See: Clayton Roberts, The Logic of Historical Explanation. Pennsylvania State
University Press: University Park, Pennsylvania, 1996. And the Bayesian statistical model. See:
Aviezer Tucker, Our Knowledge of the Past: A Philosophy of Historiography. Cambridge University
Press: Cambridge, 2004.
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as more subtly informing the more generalist predilections of their modern
successors), we can also identify an acceptance of the same nomothetic assumption
as a key component in the reasoning of their opponents. For there is also, as Part One
will aim to show, ample evidence available that both the early twentieth century
idealists and their mid-century narrativist successors have taken — whether explicitly
or merely tacitly — a nomothetic assumption regarding the nature of science as
axiomatic. Thus the nomothetic assumption does not merely represent the strategy of

a single team, but is a part of the field upon which all have agreed to play.

Following the identification of this startlingly pervasive assumption, this thesis will
argue that the seemingly stark differences between the modern literary-narrative
approach to history and the contemporary evolutionarily-inspired offspring of the
covering law approach have their intellectual roots in what is essentially a difference
of response to this fundamental assumption. Where the covering lawyers believed
that the truth of the nomothetic-deductive model required the theory and practice of
history be remade in the likeness of physics, the idealists and their narrativist
successors chose the other horn of the dilemma - arguing that history's nomothetic
failures were evidence of historical knowledge's epistemological separation from the
sciences. The latter conclusion, however, begged the question: if historical knowledge
wasn't scientific, what was it? What unique structures of argument and explanation
made it knowledge at all? This assertion of a fundamental separation between history
and science, while having the advantage of freeing philosophers of history from
having to answer the most awkward questions posed by nomothetic philosophers of
both science and history, thus brought with it a requirement for the construction of a
separate epistemological system of explanation and verification specifically for history.
There have been many attempts to formulate such systems — the two most notable
being empathy (history as the re-enactment of the thoughts of historical actors), and,
in the latter half of the twentieth century, narrativism (historical explanation as the
contextualisation of an event/object in terms of the interactions of multiple causes
over time). Building either of these concepts into a complete, yet separate,
epistemology, however, has proved just as tall an order as the covering law
requirement for the remodelling of history into the likeness of nomothetic physics.
Perhaps even taller, given that the nomothetic scientific epistemology to be opposed
had attained its status through accretion over centuries rather than emerging fully

formed in mere decades from the pens of a comparatively few authors.
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The empathic approach to historical epistemology, while widespread during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was largely discredited by the mid-
twentieth century. This was due to both the failure of empathic conclusions to
properly submit to any kind of empirical test and the rather narrow subset of
historical situations in which empathic methods might have been useful (i.e.,
questions of human intent and motivation). The narrativist school which succeeded
the empathic instead used the concept of narrative — as opposed to nomothetic laws
or human thought — as the primary explanatory mechanism for historical knowledge.
History, they argued, did not produce or consume laws, but narratives — sequences of
events which attempt to explain a particular event or object in terms of the causal
sequence of events that produced it. However, while many narrativist accounts of
historical practice are compelling and describe actual historical practice well -
making them by far the most promising candidate for a genuine historical
epistemology — they have often lacked the most basic philosophical and epistemic
grounding which might have better legitimised them. That is, no vision of narrative
has been convincingly shown to fit into either of the categories permitted by the
above dilemma: either being consistent with — and thus assimilable into — nomothetic
science, or being a fully-fledged — yet fundamentally separate — epistemology. This
has led, in turn, to a broad lack of coherence in contemporary philosophy of history
as a whole. There have been, in other words, about as many narrative approaches to
the philosophy of history as there have been narrativist philosophers of history. The
result is a situation in which theoretical commitments, models and methods of
justification, proposed logic of explanation, and even definitions of their most
fundamental terms (including “narrative” itself) have been largely idiosyncratic to
each author. This lack of basic agreement is, of course, true to a certain extent of any
field of philosophy. But the sheer depth of flux evident among philosophers of history
represents evidence of the basic failure of philosophers of history to adequately
attend to the task of creating a rival epistemology to the nomothetic-deductive model
associated with the sciences. Indeed, the only philosophical movement with any
broad base of agreement and coherence in contemporary philosophy of history is that
affiliated with postmodernism. This movement has achieved much of this cohesion,
however, through a basic claim that the lack of agreement upon the philosophical
foundations of historical knowledge constitutes evidence that the establishment of

such foundations is impossible. The only consistent feature of philosophy of history,
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in other words, is its inconsistency. And this, they argue, should tell us something. As

Keith Jenkins has memorably written:

. would you like to follow Hegel or Marx or Dilthey or Weber or Popper or
Hempel or Aron or Collingwood or Dray or Oakeshott or Danto or Gallie or Walsh
or Atkinson or Leff or Hexter? Would you care to go along with the modern
empiricists, feminists, the Annales School, neo-Marxists, new-stylists,
econometricians, structuralists or post-structuralists... And this is a short list! The
point is that even if you could make a choice, what would be the criteria? How
could one know which method would lead to the 'truer' past?¢

Despite this apparent commitment to pluralism, however, the substance of almost all
postmodern philosophy of history is largely derived from the narrative philosophy
that preceded it — with one important difference. Disillusioned with previous
attempts to render history a separate epistemology, postmodern philosophers of
history have chosen to interpret narrativism in terms which dispense with
epistemological concerns altogether. More specifically, they have abandoned any
epistemic sense of the term “narrative,” focusing instead on the purely literary
connotations of the term.” This blurs the line between history and fiction to a degree
that has made many practising historians and philosophers of history extremely
uncomfortable. The philosophers of history who have sought to explicitly resist this
conclusion, however, have done so at no small disadvantage. For the fragmentation
and lack of coherence that makes the postmodern approach possible has also made
any kind of principled and systematic rebuttal of that position extremely difficult.
Not only has there not been any truly unified response, such responses as there have
been have been extremely philosophically weak. Unable to cite any deep
epistemological justification for why history has the form it does or how that form is
related to empirical claims about the world, such replies have tended to rely heavily

on somewhat glib “common sense” reasoning.®

6 Keith Jenkins, Re-Thinking History. Routledge: London & New York, 1991. p.15.

7 This is not, of course, the position of all those critics of history who might consider themselves
postmodern. Many are far more concerned with issues of objectivity and bias, and think that much
theory collected under the postmodern banner (Foucault, for instance) is well placed to illuminate
such issues. Those postmodernists — or philosophers who have been championed by them — who
have engaged with more substantive issues of what history is and what historical claims represent
in terms of knowledge, however, have almost all been literary narrativists. Such authors include
Louis Mink, Hayden White, and Frank Ankersmit. It is with reference to these philosophers and
their arguments about historical epistemology (or lack thereof) that this thesis will henceforth
mean by the use of the shorthand term “postmodern.” Even this term, however, is worryingly free
of informative content. Thus, where issues of narrative philosophy are discussed in any detail in
the thesis that follows, the more descriptively apt term “literary-narrativist” will be used.

8 We will encounter this position towards the end of Chapter Three. Examples of these
epistemologically weak polemics include: Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History. Granta Books:
London, 1997. Arthur Marwick, The New Nature of History: Knowledge, Evidence, Language. Palgrave:
Hampshire, 2001. Keith Windschuttle, The Killing of History: How a Discipline is Being Murdered by
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It is not the intention of this thesis to rehearse again the clash between
postmodernism and historical traditionalists, however. There is much literature
already dedicated to this. Instead, this thesis will focus on the deeper issues of
foundational philosophical weakness hinted at by the scattered and idiosyncratic
responses to the postmodern approach. Whatever the merits of the postmodern
approach, the concern here is with the deep structural flaws in history's self-image
that the philosophically naive responses to their more extreme claims reveal. For our
purposes, the nature of the attacker matters much less than the inability of the
historical discipline to adequately defend itself. So why is it the case that the
historical discipline has such poorly developed and defined epistemic foundations?
So poorly developed, in fact, that assertions that no such foundations are even
possible have become routine and now represent a significant fraction of
contemporary published work in historical theory? And yet the remaining fraction
remains as internally incommensurable as has ever been the case.” Moreover, why is
it that the perceived self-evidence of this epistemological separateness of history
from the sciences has been so thoroughgoing as to now be effectively received
wisdom? How did history become so utterly convinced of its position beyond the
reach of any serious application of scientific epistemology? This thesis will argue that
light can be cast upon all of these questions by examining the nomothetic assumption
persistent in almost all twentieth century philosophy of history, and which has
proved stubbornly persistent to the present day. Moreover, it will be shown that this
assumption, when uncritically adopted, has been at the root of history's separatist
impulse, as well as acting to deny philosophers of history access to the very best

available arguments regarding the nature of history.

Literary Critics and Social Theorists. Revised and Expanded International Edition. Macleay Press:
Paddington, 1996. Perez Zagorin, 'History, the Referent, and Narrative: Reflections on
Postmodernism Now,' History and Theory. Vol. 38, No. 1 (February 1999). pp.1-24. This is not to say
that their conclusions are invalid, but merely to suggest that they do not provide support for their
positions beyond appeals to tradition and circular claims which imply the nature of historical
method to be self-evident.

9 That there is excellent epistemological work being done in the philosophy of history is beyond
doubt. Examples include: Leon Goldstein, The What and The Why of History: Philosophical Essays. E. ].
Brill: New York, 1996. Aviezer Tucker, Our Knowledge of the Past: A Philosophy of Historiography.
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2004. Mark Day, The Philosophy of History. Continuum:
London & New York, 2008. Clayton Roberts, The Logic of Historical Explanation. Pennsylvania State
University Press: University Park, Pennsylvania, 1996. C. Behan McCullagh, The Truth of History.
Routledge: London & New York, 1998. These works, however, exhibit surprisingly little agreement
with each other on anything other than the broadest of terms. All agree that history is a knowledge-
generating discipline - i.e., that it possesses a basic commitment to realism — but offer different
methods for conceptualising, attaining, and verifying historical knowledge.
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More specifically, it is the intention of this thesis to argue that the pressure the
nomothetic assumption placed upon philosophers of history to establish a separate
historical epistemology ultimately led post-covering law philosophers of history —
such as W. H. Walsh, Arthur Danto, and William Dray — to place far more epistemic
weight upon the concept of narrative than it could shoulder without a firm epistemic
grounding. That is, while the concepts of narrative offered by these authors were
descriptively sound to greater or lesser degrees, they exhibited no deeper structure.
For unlike the concept of scientific laws, these ideas of narrative were not anchored to
some fundamental fact of the world. That classes of events/objects have
commonalities that might be abstracted and formalised is epistemologically
uncontroversial — not to mention extremely successful at producing descriptions of
certain aspects of reality. Narrative, on the other hand, did not seem to speak to any
such fundamental concern — especially when philosophers insisted on conflating the
term with the word “story.” Thus, not only was the development of the concept
weakly constrained, and thereby open to a great deal of interpretive flux, it was also
open to accusations that it represented a post hoc rationalisation. The reason the
concept of narrative seemed to fit the practice of history so well, in other words, was
because it had been developed in order to exhibit such a fit. In addition to this, the
connotations of the term with respect to notions of fiction and story-telling implied
an ineradicable human subjectivity wherever the term was used. Given such
objections, it therefore became possible to argue that the idea of narrative as the
explanatory vehicle for history was nothing more than a mere convenience
philosophers of history had granted themselves in order to provide a veneer of
legitimacy while proceeding with business as usual. The literary-narrativist Hayden

White neatly summarises this viewpoint as follows:

. it is precisely because the narrative mode of representation is so natural to
human consciousness, so much an aspect of everyday speech and ordinary
discourse, that its use in any field of study aspiring to the status of science must be
suspect... Viewing modern sciences from this perspective, we can trace their
development in terms of their progressive demotion of the narrative mode of
representation in their descriptions of the phenomena that their specific objects of
study comprise. And this in part explains why the humble subject of narrative
should be so widely debated by historical theorists in our time. To many of those
who would transform historical studies into a science, the continued use by
historians of a narrative mode of representation is an index of failure at once
methodological and theoretical. A discipline that produces narrative accounts of its
subject matter as an end in itself seems theoretically unsound; one that
investigates its data in the interest of telling a story about them appears
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methodologically deficient.

Thus we return to the dilemma hinted at above. History must either be remade in the
likeness of a nomothetic discipline such as physics, or it must be established as a
somehow separate sphere of knowledge altogether, with only tangential connections
to the academic world outside. And although this stems from debates stretching back
at least as far as the nineteenth century, we can still see contemporary examples of
just such positions. The modern descendants of the covering lawyers, while having
abandoned their doctrinaire insistence on the articulation of explicit laws, insist that
history as currently practised is riddled with subjectivity and sophistry, and that a
truly scientific treatment is only possible when we begin seeking general conclusions
and/or large-scale patterns about the past. And this, they say, is only possible
through the use of very large scales of time and place, over which the effect of
particularity and genuine contingency might be ignored. The direct emphasis on
laws might be gone, but the insistence that generality is the most essential quality of
science — and that particularity and contingency are intrusions to be expunged if
possible and statistically negated if not — represents what might be called a vestigial
nomothetic assumption. For while such assertions are true in a more relativistic
sense, that is rarely the sense in which they are used. Rather, it seems as though
many such advocates of a scientific history use such terms to fight a rearguard action
— claiming to have abandoned the old nomothetic certainties while smuggling them
in through the back door in disguise. At any rate, it is certainly the case that those
modern advocates of a scientific treatment of history have retained the emphasis of
their forebears on the requirement for history to be radically transformed if it is to be
scientific. On the other hand, we have the postmodern philosophers of the linguistic
turn — themselves the descendants of the twentieth century narrativists — who have
argued that there is quite simply no firm epistemic basis for history at all. And then
there are those in the frequently bewildered middle who rightly retain a belief in the
power of the historical discipline to make true statements about the past and to
investigate the constellations of causes behind certain events, yet have proved either
unable to provide satisfactory philosophical arguments as to why this should be so -
the aforementioned “common sense” thesis — or have persisted in using the same
well-worn classes of arguments that can be found in late nineteenth/early twentieth

century books on historical method." Such is the current state of the philosophy of

10 Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. Johns
Hopkins University Press: London and Baltimore, 1990. p.26.
11 There is, of course, no reason why philosophical arguments should be suspect merely because they
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history. It is the intention of the first part of this thesis to show that this particular
pattern of intellectual positions within the contemporary philosophy of history have
flowed, albeit in different ways and from different directions, from an historic

acceptance of the nomothetic assumption.

The Structure of Part One

Part One of this thesis consists of three chapters. These chapters are separated
thematically, but — taken together — progress chronologically through the arguments
of some of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century philosophy of
history. Chapter One aims to provide some background regarding the philosophy of
history in the first part of the twentieth century, emphasising both its idealistic
character and its explicitly stated nomothetic assumptions regarding science. To this
end, close readings of the writings of J. B. Bury, Benedetto Croce, Carl Becker, Charles
Beard, and R. G. Collingwood will be used to show how the relationship between
history and science was discussed — and thus how historical epistemology was
conceptualised — in the first few decades of the twentieth century. This will function
as context for the introduction of what would become the most widely discussed idea
in twentieth century philosophy of history — the “covering law” arguments of Carl
Hempel and Karl Popper — which we will encounter near the end of the chapter, and
which invoke a far more explicit nomothetic assumption of their own. The primary
aim of Chapter One, therefore, is to establish the reality of the nomothetic
assumption as a persistent force in the philosophy of history even before the covering
law debate began in earnest, and to outline something of the explanatory

mechanisms for history proposed by those who argued for history's autonomy.

Chapter Two examines the impact of the covering law debate in more detail, with

are old. The problem is that the kinds of naive empiricist arguments in question have been largely
derived from the idealist tradition. That is, for example, from the von Rankean “let the evidence
speak for itself” perspective, or from the Collingwoodian idea of empathy. The idealistic/ empathic
basis upon which such arguments were built — and their concomitant assumptions about science —
are now thoroughly philosophically discredited. This is why they are to be considered suspect.
Some examples of the “common sense” position have already been given. Examples of the more
archaic style of argument can be found in classic works such as: G. R. Elton, The Practice of History.
Blackwell: Oxford, 2001. Arthur Marwick, The New Nature of History: Knowledge, Evidence, Language.
Palgrave: Hampshire, 2001. E. H. Carr, What is History? Palgrave: Basingstoke, 2001. The continued
reprinting and popularity of these books — all originally published in the 1960s and 70s - is itself
suggestive of the barren nature of much well-known contemporary philosophy of history. While
the work of more recent authors such as Aviezer Tucker, C. Behan McCullagh, and Mark Day is a
good deal more sophisticated, nuanced, and aware of subsequent developments in philosophy
than these texts, these authors seem unlikely to attain similar levels of fame and republication.

17



particular emphasis on the transformative effect it had upon the philosophy of
history. This was not the desired transformation of history into a scientifically precise
likeness of physics, however, but the systematic discrediting of the then-widespread
empathic understanding of how historical explanation functioned and was separate
from the sciences. This part of the Popper/Hempel program at least, was responsible
for a thorough re-examination of the justifications for historical knowledge. For not
only did the covering law program make explicit what were formerly merely implicit
nomothetic assumptions, it also forced those philosophers of history who would
resist Popper and Hempel's conclusions into attempting to formulate a means by
which the kind of work historians already produced could still be called knowledge.
This chapter will seek to document this intellectual transformation by examining in
detail the writings of two highly influential mid-century figures who attempted just
such post-Hempelian reconstructions of the philosophy of history — albeit from
different directions. First, Patrick Gardiner, who was sympathetic to covering law
arguments, and saw some conceptual integration with the sciences as necessary if
history were to remain credible as a knowledge-generating field. And second, W. H.
Walsh, who was among the first to concede the naivety of then-existing empathic
ideas about historical epistemology in the wake of the covering law attack and
attempted to develop the twin concepts of colligation and narrative as an alternative
epistemology which could simultaneously claim both legitimacy and autonomy from
the sciences. The primary aim of this chapter is to show that despite the radical
conceptual revisions the philosophy of history underwent as a result of Popper and
Hempel's challenge, the perception of a deep detachment between history and the
sciences that had been the key feature of previous debates was merely reinforced,

and that this reinforcement is attributable to the nomothetic assumption.

Chapter Three examines the long-term consequences of this perceived epistemic gulf
between history and the sciences. For, as the previous chapter argues, one of the
primary reasons for the existence of the emerging class of narrative arguments
regarding the nature of historical explanations in the mid-to-late twentieth century
was the fact that they promised an alternative to the scientific pretensions of the
covering lawyers. The very idea of narrative itself thus represented a philosophical
commitment, as well as an assumption about the nature of science. And this, as
Chapter Three will argue, is perhaps the only common thread we can find among

philosophers of history who have favoured the term. Indeed, it almost appears as if
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the decision to use the term was made before any serious thought as to how it was to
be defined. This chapter examines several of the most influential twentieth century
attempts to define what a narrative philosophy of history would look like, and how it
would conceive of its central idea — those of William Dray, W. B. Gallie, Arthur Danto,
Louis Mink, and Hayden White. Each of these authors is examined with specific
reference to their oppositional definition of the term “narrative,” and their
corresponding conceptions of the relationship — or lack thereof — between science and
history. The primary aim of this chapter, therefore, is not only to show that
narrativism arose out of a desire to avoid the covering law vision for history, but also
to demonstrate that its development has been almost entirely predicated on an
opposition to science arising from the nomothetic assumption. To try to define
narrative largely by what it is not, however, has not proved good enough. Thus, the
primary aim of this chapter is to show that this lack of any deep philosophical
foundation for the term ultimately led to its conflation with its colloquial meaning of
“story.” In this sense, it might be argued that even the contemporary conclusions of
the postmodern literary-narrativists are ultimately based upon a foundation

predicated upon the nomothetic assumption.

Taken together then, these three chapters seek to demonstrate two key points. First,
that there has been a persistent nomothetic assumption throughout modern
philosophy of history — explicit enough to be clearly detectable in the writings of
historians and philosophers even today, yet sufficiently sublimated as to survive
even major conceptual upheavals in the discipline. And second, that this nomothetic
assumption has exercised considerable influence with respect to how the philosophy
of history has been conducted, and how the historical discipline as a whole sees itself.
But even if these conclusions are accepted, it might subsequently be asked: why does
it matter? It matters because, as a part of the rhetorical framework by which
arguments regarding the status of historical knowledge have been prosecuted, the
nomothetic assumption has contributed — consciously or not — to the modern image
of history as an autonomous and epistemologically distinct branch of knowledge.
History is not a part of science, it is usually assumed, because it clearly fails to
conform to even the most liberalised conceptions of the scientific ideal. That is,
history does not seem to have any close connection to the production and/or
deployment of laws, nor does it exclusively seek generalisation. Nor has any attempt

at the remaking of history into such a nomothetic — or even merely generalising —
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discipline ever succeeded beyond the most limited of scopes. What is history, then?
History, the reply seems to be, is... well... history. As Chapter Three argues, it might be
claimed that history constructs narratives, but this means little if the most widely
agreed upon characteristic of a narrative is simply that it isn't a law. Put simply, the
nomothetic assumption has been a powerful force in the definition of history — no
matter which side of the debate one sympathises with. And the influence of this
argument persists to this day. So, again, why does this matter? It matters because, as
a description of the theory and practice of science, the nomothetic assumption is deeply
flawed. If we can successfully demonstrate this, it follows that a good deal of the
legitimacy and contemporary relevance of these intellectual positions within the
philosophy of history would be called into question. With this in mind, Part Two of
this thesis will concern itself with offering just such a refutation, as well as an
assessment of just what a dissolution of the nomothetic assumption might portend

for the relationship between history and the sciences.

Part Two — Taking Narrative Seriously

To point out that the nomothetic assumption has made the notion of a scientific
treatment of narrative — and thus a potential scientific basis for historical explanation
— almost unthinkable is, of course, not the same as actually claiming that such a
scientific vision of narrative is possible and that such a vision can be applied to the
study of historical explanations. Having argued for the former in Part One, Part Two
will take up the latter. In doing so, we will seek to demonstrate not only that there is
such a scientific vision of narrative, but also that it is able to be driven into epistemic
bedrock at least as secure as that of the traditional nomothetic model, and that it can
be meaningfully applied to the kinds of questions those who study human history
ask and the explanations they are inclined to offer. In order to accomplish this, three
main claims will have to be established. First, it will have to be demonstrated that the
nomothetic assumption regarding science is false. That is, while the nomothetic-
deductive model is highly successful in certain areas of science, it does not fully
encompass all explanations legitimately offered under the aegis of the sciences.
Scientists, after all, often require answers to historical questions too. Therefore, as a
model it needs to be extended or otherwise augmented in some way. Part Two will
demonstrate that the best way to do this — and the solution offered by many

practising scientists and philosophers of science themselves — is to introduce the
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concept of narrative into science. Second, we will also have to demonstrate that the
concept of scientific narrative we would wish to defend is not vulnerable to
accusations of being a post hoc rationalisation or merely a promissory note for a real
explanation to follow at some later date. For if this is not done, we have merely
exchanged the shallow concept of narrative already evident in the philosophy of
history for another that is superficially scientific, but ultimately equally shallow. As
we shall see, this problem can be solved by splitting the difference between the two
approaches seen in Part One. By defining narrative in terms of existing scientific
epistemology, we avoid the error of earlier philosophers who believed it necessary to
make narrative (and thus history) stand utterly apart from the sciences, while
simultaneously providing the tools for their integration. In other words, the concept
of narrative will be shown to make sense in the terms of already existing (i.e.,
nomothetic) philosophy of science, and thus able to be tied to the deepest and most
successful epistemological insights available to philosophy. And third, we must show
that this model of scientific narrative is able to be applied to the study of human
history — thus providing a principled scientific basis for its most basic explanatory

form, and putting an end to its rather bizarre claims of epistemological uniqueness.

In order to support these claims, Part Two will examine those historically focused
areas of science that have not been able to simply pull up the metaphorical
drawbridge and proclaim themselves guardians of a separate epistemology. Indeed,
the study of examples drawn from such areas will prove instructive for precisely this
reason. Part One of this thesis will argue that the philosophers of history who tried to
develop narrative into an epistemology for history were able to evade the most
difficult questions about the necessity and verifiability of narratives by claiming that
they represented a different kind of knowledge in which such questions were
somehow churlish. In this sense, the claim of separatism became little more than the
licence historians granted themselves to adhere to lower standards. Part Two, by
contrast, will point out that disciplines such as evolutionary biology, paleontology,
and geology could afford no such luxury. Whatever concepts of narrative
philosophers of such disciplines developed, they could not use claims of epistemic
uniqueness in order to explain away the more difficult questions asked of them by
philosophers of science. Because of this, the concept of narrative has been far more
fully and rigorously developed in the philosophy of science than by any critical

theorist or literary-narrativist philosopher of history. This thesis therefore intends to
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examine the concept of narrative explanation offered by the historical sciences — our
main example will be drawn from paleontology and evolutionary biology — in order
to ascertain whether or not it might be successfully generalised and subsequently

applied to human history.

To accomplish their own explanatory goals, it should be noted, narrative
philosophers of science were required to be clear about how they understood the
term “narrative.” And, if we are to make use of their work in this thesis, we must do
the same. First and foremost, we need to divest ourselves of the glib conflation of
narrative with “fiction” and/or “story.” As Haskell Fain rather condescendingly

wrote in a 1970 paper:

Important facts of the titmouse life cycle can be arranged as a tale of Tilly the
Titmouse. Though naturalists may make up such instructional stories for children,
no serious student of natural history could take them seriously. Perhaps the time
has come for serious students of human history to put away childish things."
In order to avoid our vision of narrative being so blithely (and wrongly) dismissed,
we must give the term “narrative” a more precise meaning which avoids such
associations. This is not done in order to close off other potential meanings of the
term or to evade responsibility, but instead to provide a more precise sense of the
term for certain purposes. This is not unlike the defining of a metric “cup” as 250
millilitres. By doing this, we allow for a degree of transpersonal disambiguation
when attempting precise work. We do not, however, immediately insist that the term
“cup” be subsequently denied to any vessel of any other size — we merely
acknowledge that, when the stakes are low, a certain looseness of language can be
permitted without harm. Similarly, we require our sense of narrative to not only be
distinct from that of literary-narrativists like Hayden White, but also to be resistant to
dismissal as “childish.” To this end, this thesis suggests the term “epistemic-
narrative” as a foil for the already-introduced term “literary-narrative.” This term,
while admittedly somewhat unwieldy, is nevertheless useful as it wears openly an
emphasis on the key difference between the two positions. Where literary-narrativists
such as Louis Mink and Hayden White have chosen to marginalise or outright deny
the possibility of narratives functioning as actual knowledge claims and focused on
the folk meaning of the term, the epistemic-narrativist position attempts to define

and examine narratives as representations of actual past and present states of the

12 Haskell Fain, 'History as Science,' History and Theory. Vol. 9, No. 2 (1970). p.154.
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world. As per the arguments of Part One then, we might argue that the philosophy of
history has produced a good deal of literary-narrativists, but almost no epistemic-
narrativists. The historical sciences, on the other hand, have produced only epistemic-
narrativists (when they have produced narrativists at all). The task of this thesis then,
is to examine how these epistemic-narrativist philosophers of science have
conceptualised narrative, and then attempt to adapt that concept to the peculiar

difficulties involved in the study of human history.

Perhaps the most important and striking aspect of epistemic-narrative philosophy of
science is the impressive scope with which narrative is defined. Shorn of its narrow
literary connotations, the term is instead defined in purely temporal terms. For
example, David Hull — perhaps the philosopher of science who has done the most to
develop a scientific sense of narrative — defines historical narratives simply as
“descriptions of historical entities as they persist through time,”"® and subsequently
dedicated much of his work on narrative to trying to formalise the nature of those
entities so narrated, ultimately concluding that such entities could be almost anything
at all — some examples Hull uses include individual human beings, Big Ben,
Protestantism, the United States of America, and the evolution of “sharks and bony
fishes”* — provided a single criteria was met: they must be individuals (in the
technical philosophical sense of the term). That is, they must be somehow unique.
But even this stricture is flexible. For the entity in question, in Hull's view, need only
be an individual at the level of enquiry in which the questioner is interested in it. That is,
despite the fact that many facts about human physiology are able to be generalised,
those facts will be of little interest to an historian seeking to write the biography of a
single human being.”® Such an open-ended definition of narrative hints at the
possibility that we might give a narrative account/explanation of almost anything in
the physical universe. More recently, the philosopher of science Benjamin Jeffares has
built on Hull's definition of narrative in order to introduce the possibility of causal

interactions at multiple levels and from multiple branches of knowledge:

Narratives thus have the following character. They document the changes in state
in a central historical subject. Those changes in states will be the result of the

13 David L. Hull, 'Central Subjects and Historical Narratives,' History and Theory. Vol. 14, No. 3
(October 1975). p.254.

14 Ibid., pp.253-274.

15 For instance, all human beings have white blood cells — yet knowing this general fact is not likely
to be of much use in explaining the actions of Mikhail Gorbachev in pursuing his “Sinatra
Doctrine.” Whether or not the subject of a narrative is an individual depends, in other words, on
the questions we wish to ask.
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operation of particular processes. We may well speculate that processes are
operating in tandem rather than sequentially. These processes might work at
different levels and invoke causes from quite different domains. Volcanism and
erosion are two rather different processes, and in a narrative recounting the
formation of a volcanic island, we may well invoke both processes. Each process
may well be linked to the final state of the island in its own way.'®
In terms of actually formulating and expressing knowledge claims about historical
entities and their persistence over time, the philosopher of history Arthur Danto has
given us a similarly wide-ranging definition with what he calls the “narrative
sentence.” These sentences are devices for expressing a temporal relationship
between multiple events/objects such as to bind them into a single claim. Such
sentences, Danto wrote, “refer to at least two time-separated events though they only
describe (are only about) the earliest event to which they refer.”” We will meet this
concept again in Chapter Three, but for now it will suffice merely to point out that,
once again, we might construct one of Danto's narrative sentences about almost any
single event/object conceivable. Exactly this kind of open definition of narrative lies
at the heart of the epistemic-narrative approach to science. The question then remains
— given the flexibility of the term — why shouldn’t this definition be applied to the

events/objects of human history as well?

Surprisingly, the question of whether or not such a broad temporal view of narrative
can be applied to human history often does not get any answer at all, let alone a
detailed one. Indeed, due to the nomothetic assumption biasing a generation of
philosophers of history against the possibility of a non-nomothetic science, it is
frequently ignored almost entirely. The philosopher Mark Day, in his otherwise
excellent 2008 book The Philosophy of History — itself designed as a handbook for
students studying the subject — makes this particular disconnect clear. In a chapter
devoted to narrative in history, Day argues that there are two ways in which to
understand narrative in history — the “thin” sense, and the “thicker.” The former
understanding, Day writes, “is that a narrative is any report of two or more events

with some temporal ordering between them.” According to this view:

.. narratives are found in physics (concerning the development of the universe
over the first minute), biology, geology, as well as in a variety of reports about
human activity and behaviour... Narrative is unavoidable in any subject that

16 Benjamin Jeffares, Testing Times: Confirmation in the Historical Sciences. PhD Thesis, Australian
National University, 2008. pp.30-31.

17 Arthur C. Danto, Narration and Knowledge (including the Integral Text of Analytical Philosophy of
History). Columbia University Press: New York, 2007. p.143. (emphasis in original)
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studies different events at different times.'®

However, Day then categorically dismisses this “thin” approach, writing that “nothing
of substance, either critical or positive, follows from that observation.” And because
of this, he writes, a “consequent demand that narrative be moved to the
philosophical margins... is prominent in recent comments by philosophers of the
analytic tradition.” Within a single paragraph, Day has effectively opened and then
closed discussion of any possible scientific sense of the term narrative. Day
immediately goes on to argue - citing, among others, W. B. Gallie, Louis Mink, and
Hayden White — that there is another “thicker” understanding of narrative, which is
built upon a more literary understanding of the term. This literary-narrativist sense
of narrative is apparently legitimate in a way the “thin” sense is not, however, as Day
goes on to discuss it for a further sixteen pages!’ Nor is he alone. One can find
similar dismissals of any possibility of bringing a scientific view of narrative to
history in much contemporary philosophy of history. In the case of the literary-
narrativists, this is unsurprising. What is more surprising is that the same tendency is
also evident in the work of contemporary philosophers of history who seek to resist
the literary-narrativist arguments regarding history's proximity to fiction and
reconcile the seeming contradiction between an autonomous history and scientific
epistemology. This is what is meant by the nomothetic assumption cutting such
philosophers of history off from precisely those arguments which would best

accomplish their purpose.

For example, Aviezer Tucker (whom Day cites as one of those philosophers calling
for narrative to be marginalised if the philosophy of history is to be meaningfully
connected to the sciences), argues for a re-conceptualisation of explanation in the
philosophy of history in terms of Bayesian statistical analysis.*® This, he argues, is
necessary in order to give historical explanation legitimacy. Indeed, one of the key
advantages of his general approach, Tucker claims, is that it “renders the debate
about narrative superfluous.”? Why then are those philosophers of history who seek
an epistemic legitimacy for history that philosophers like White have long

abandoned so keen to expunge the idea of narrative from their work? This thesis will

18 Mark Day, The Philosophy of History. Continuum: London & New York, 2008. p.168.

19 Ibid., pp.168-184.

20 See the entire third chapter of: Aviezer Tucker, Our Knowledge of the Past: A Philosophy of
Historiography. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2004. pp.92-140.

21 Aviezer Tucker, 'The Future of the Philosophy of Historiography," History and Theory. Vol. 40, No. 1
(February 2001). p.51.
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suggest that there is simply no principled reason to do so, and that all such attempts
must ultimately stem from the stubborn persistence of the nomothetic assumption.
For, as Part One will show, the perception of narrative as somehow oppositional to
science has been the primary attraction of the concept for a great many philosophers
of history keen to distinguish history from the sciences. Conversely, it appears that
the beliefs regarding narrative of those who would seek a modern rehabilitation of
the concept of scientific history are effectively a mirror image of the same prejudice.
Either way, the perception that narrative is, and must remain, an inherently
unscientific concept represents an effectively unchallenged axiomatic assumption in
almost all contemporary philosophy of history. This assumption must be refuted and
the realisation that narrative is a fully scientific concept which can be directly applied
to historical explanation established in its place. It is the contention of this thesis that
the best way to accomplish this is to replace the ill-defined literary sense of narrative
pervasive in history with the kind of broad scientific sense of the term hinted at
above — using the broad applicability of the term as the means by which we will
integrate history with the sciences. We will thus directly and squarely challenge
Day's glib assertion that “nothing of substance, either critical or positive” follows
from the conception of narrative as “any report of two or more events with some

temporal ordering between them.”

How then do we use this this exclusively temporal “thin” sense of the term narrative
in order to give substance to the three claims stated earlier — that the nomothetic
assumption is false; that narrative is a necessary feature of science and not merely a
placeholder for future (i.e., better) explanations; and that such a model of narrative is
applicable to explanations in human history? We must first begin with an
acknowledgement of the semantic difficulties inherent in crossing the perceived
boundary between history and science. It is something of a cliché to point out that
some languages other than English — syntactically at least — count history as among
the sciences.”? This assertion accomplishes nothing, however, as it offers no further
account of how the epistemological disconnect between the substantive claims of the
philosophy of history and the philosophy of almost everything else can be bridged. It
is effectively the equivalent of claiming that two different objects might be made

identical simply by giving them the same name. Something similar might also be

22 For example, the German term Wissenschaft, which is often used to describe any field which uses
systematic methods of research and thus makes no hard and fast distinction between human
history and any other science.
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said, however, about the sciences. For the question “what is science” — as opposed to
the question we are concerned with, “how does science explain?” — is a difficult one,
and lies largely outside the scope of this thesis. We will have to content ourselves
with merely establishing a clear correspondence between disciplines that are
uncontroversially considered scientific and human history. In this thesis, the
successful establishment of such a correspondence will be taken as evidence that
human history is at least as scientific as the discipline it is being compared with.? We
will be using, in other words, an argument by analogy. Paleontology, for example, is
considered scientific. If there are explanations in paleontology which use a model of
epistemic-narrative to do their explanatory work, and it can be shown that the same
model of epistemic-narrative can perform similar explanatory work in human

history, then human history must therefore be at least as scientific as paleontology.

With this in mind, this thesis will justify the claim that the nomothetic assumption is
false by demonstrating that there are branches of science that have long found the
nomothetic model of explanation insufficient for their purposes. Indeed, from even a
cursory examination of this literature, we can see a clear narrative emphasis
emerging almost immediately — as well as comparisons with human history. From
the mere existence of this debate we can reasonably conclude that the nomothetic
model alone was simply not enough to meet the needs of certain branches of science,
and that this fact — despite the condescension of philosophers of science — has not
proved sufficient to have these disciplines ruled unscientific. Thus we might
reasonably conclude that the nomothetic model does not exhaust all possibilities of
scientific explanation. If we wish to move from mere resemblance to a demonstration
that history really is scientific, however, we must examine how historical sciences
have tackled the problem of explanation. While the kinds of solutions historical
sciences have offered have often tended toward the parochial, we can nonetheless see
a more detailed scientific conception of narrative emerge with enough areas of broad
coherence to suggest the possibility of a generalisable model. From this it can be
argued that narrative is a concept worth taking seriously in a scientific sense and can

function as a viable complement to nomothetic explanation.

The circumscribed intent of such intra-disciplinary models of narrative explanation,

23 This does not, of course, counter those who would argue that not only is human history not
science, neither are geology, paleontology, evolutionary biology, etc. But those who would make
such an argument are in very deep waters indeed, having gone well beyond questions of
explanation and into questions of definition which are far outside the scope of this thesis.
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however, potentially opens the way for charges that scientific models of narrative are
— like their counterparts in the philosophy of history — effectively post hoc
conveniences, designed to descriptively legitimise certain practices, but not to
actually explain anything. Such charges could not go as far in the sciences as they
have in history — where they have ended with the accusation that history is
essentially fiction — as the sciences in question cannot and do not begin with the
presupposition that narrative is a purely literary device. But this is a difference of
degree rather than kind. Thus, for the general model of narrative explanation
advanced in this thesis to stand, the post hoc rationalisation class of arguments must
be refuted. To this end, we must examine not only whether parochial models of
narrative explanation can be meaningfully generalised, but whether the resulting
general model can be given a deep scientific structure which would show it to be at
least as necessary a mode of explanation as the nomothetic model. If this can be done,
then we will have finally arrived at a juncture where we might legitimately ask: if
this definition covers such deeply varied subject matter as the birth of the universe,
the formation of geologic features, and the evolution of organisms, why should it not

be applied to human history as well?

Fortunately, contemporary philosophy of science has begun work on the problem of
producing a generalised model of epistemic-narrative. While it is still early days,
there are signs of a new seriousness emerging regarding narrative in the philosophy
of science. Philosophers from disciplines such as archaeology, biology, geology, and
pure philosophy have largely converged on a common language regarding narrative,
and have built on each other's work. A unified narrative philosophy of science is
taking shape, with much of the more recent work focusing on precisely the kind of
firm epistemic grounding needed in order to secure narrative as something more
than mere convenience. The legacy of the nomothetic assumption has, however,
acted to effectively prevent philosophers of history — to say nothing of philosophical
historians — from taking an active and co-equal role in this discussion. In fact, most
historians and students of history in the early twenty-first century remain largely
unaware that such genuinely new work is even being done in historical/narrative
theory — let alone its potential relevance for their discipline. As showing this
perceived barrier between history and science to be illusory is the primary aim of this
thesis, we will therefore examine several key lines of argument from the philosophy

of science which have attempted to place narrative explanation in the historical
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sciences on a much firmer footing, while demonstrating for each of these arguments
that the insights they generate are as applicable to human history as they are to the
sciences. Moreover, it will also be shown that these arguments, taken together,
constitute an essentially complete model of scientific narrative explanation -
providing not only a way to provide a principled link between narrative and
nomothetic explanation, but also arguing that a narrative dimension to explanation is
a necessary feature of the universe as we understand it. The ultimate conclusion of
this thesis then, can only be that if explanations as currently understood in human
history obey a model of explanation that can be shown to be both valid in other
accepted branches of science, and conceptually integrated into our very best
understanding of the the philosophy of science, then human history is, for all intents

and purposes, a science.

The first task a general model of narrative explanation must attend to is to offer some
rebuttal to the objection that historical studies of any kind are dramatically, and
perhaps fatally handicapped — at least scientifically speaking — by a lack of direct
access to the events/objects they seek to study. Therefore, even if narrative were to be
a fully-fledged explanatory model, the kinds of studies which would
disproportionately make use of it still could not be considered of equal standing with
the nomothetic sciences. We will refer to this as the argument from “observation
poverty.”?* On the surface, this objection does not seem relevant to human history in
particular — as one might merely point out that in this respect the historian with her
documents is in a far better position than the paleontologist attempting to infer the
properties of now-extinct organisms from a handful of fossilised remains. To
properly eliminate this objection in a general model of narrative, however, such a glib
search for counterexamples will not be sufficient. Fortunately, it can be convincingly
argued from a purely philosophical viewpoint that observation poverty is not any
more weighted against historical disciplines than any other. For whatever
disadvantage the historian suffers with respect to temporal distance from the objects
of their interest is mirrored in the difference in scale between, for example, particle
physicists and the objects of their interest. One can easily imagine, for instance,
situations in which the temporal separation faced by the historian is less obfuscatory

than the spatial distance faced by the particle physicist. That is, an archaeologist

24 One might also use the term “Experimental Poverty.” “Observation Poverty” will be preferred in
this thesis for the simple reason that — as experimental results must be observed in order to be of
any use — framing in terms of observation effectively covers both observation and experiment with
a single expression.
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inferring the existence of an ancient city seems on much firmer epistemic ground
than a physicist attempting to “observe” subatomic particles. In light of such
arguments, the claim that history is particularly disadvantaged by observation
poverty begins to seem like special pleading. The more appropriate way to talk about
observation of any kind then, is in terms of the interactions and interchanges required
in order to carry information from the source to the observer.”” This is not only a
much more consistent and informative way to conceptualise observation as a
concept, but has the advantage of being completely agnostic when it comes to

historical / narrative versus non-historical /nomothetic enquiry.

Secondly, a principled model of narrative that hopes to be considered scientific must
be able to claim some non-arbitrary connection to the core philosophy of science.
Otherwise, we are effectively permitting separate, incommensurable bodies of
knowledge to call themselves scientificc while having no principled way for
explanations in any one area to be used — or even conceptualised — in any other. In
other words, we permit precisely that fracturing of knowledge we are trying to
avoid. For without bringing narrative into some sort of harmony with existing
philosophy of science, we potentially allow, for example, evolutionary biology to be
called a science, yet be — philosophically speaking — totally epistemically unconnected
to any other area, even those other areas of biology which are more amenable to
traditional nomothetic understanding. We would, in other words, be replacing one
disconnect with many. This is obviously counterproductive. The way to avoid this
then, is to define a narrative — in the broad epistemic sense discussed above — in basic
terms compatible with the existing nomothetic-deductive model. We will refer to this
argument in this thesis as the “nomothetic compatibility requirement” or simply
“nomothetic compatibilism.” This will provide the necessary connection to
philosophy of science, while simultaneously preventing a repeat of the mistake many
philosophers of history have made in trying to make narrative stand utterly and
totally alone. In doing this, however, we cannot go too far in the other direction and
attempt to reduce narrative to a special case of the nomothetic — or it would have no
reason to exist at all. Instead, we must define it in a way that is complementary and co-

equal.

Philosophically speaking, this thesis will argue that this can be accomplished simply

25 Peter Kosso, Knowing the Past: Philosophical Issues of History and Archaeology. Humanity Books: New
York, 2001. pp.43-45.
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by inverting the direction of reasoning of the traditional nomothetic-deductive
model. That is, instead of taking those things that a population of events/objects
have in common and extrapolating from them a unifying law or principle shared by
all members of that population, we proceed in the opposite direction and apply all
relevant laws and principles to a single event/ object. This, it will be shown, produces
a definition of narrative that retains the wide applicability and flexibility hinted at
above, neatly accommodates the definitions of narrative offered by Hull and Jeffares,
and — most importantly — maintains a principled connection with existing philosophy
of science. Moreover, this definitional move not only distinguishes the narrative from
the nomothetic in terms of the direction of reasoning, it provides a clear delineation
as to when each is appropriate. For a necessary consequence of this view is that a
narrative can only be about an individual of some kind. Therefore, if the event/ object
we are interested in is unique (in the sense in which we are interested in it) then it
follows that narrative will be the appropriate method for its explanation. And that
explanation will take the basic form of an account of how multiple causal factors
have interacted upon that single event/object over time. From this, it becomes
possible to show that explanations in human history obey precisely this basic form at
least as closely as any other historical science, provided we account for the
disproportionate propensity of human history to cite other events/objects — rather
than laws and theories — as causal factors in their explanations. This is not an
insurmountable obstacle however, and we shall argue that it can be dealt with if we
accept that our chains of narrative reasoning will almost never — even in the most

ideal cases — be only one level deep.

A more pressing problem is that of confirmation. For if we invert the direction of
reasoning of the nomothetic model we are immediately presented with a problem of
verifiability. That is, if we reason from effects back to causes, and that cause was
either inherently or functionally unique, then how can we be sure we are even close
to correct in our inference of it? Especially given that the uniqueness required by the
narrative model prevents the use of experimental duplication? In the traditional
vision of science, this is often where the prediction of future instances is invoked —
yet this option is of limited use to the historical sciences, as the event/object in which
we are interested has already taken place or otherwise already exists. We might, of
course, speculate as to future transformations — or even the disappearance — of our

central subject, and in this sense we are making prospective predictions, but this is a
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comparatively rare way for historians to work. Certainly, there are classes of
predictions that focus entirely upon past events. Evolution by natural selection, for
example, cannot predict the exact body plans of future organisms. Yet it can be said
that a key prediction of evolution is that, for example, no fossilised remains of
organisms exhibiting a high degree of organisational complexity ought to be found in
extremely old Cambrian-era rocks. This is a kind of prediction that works in a time-
agnostic manner — as predicting that no such fossils exist is functionally equivalent to
predicting that they will never be found - and is far friendlier to historical
enterprises. This style of prediction has been called “negative prediction.”? In this
sense, “prediction poverty” — like observation poverty — is not the fatal objection to a
science of history that many of its advocates have imagined it to be. Nevertheless, we
must still offer a principled reason why prediction appears to function quite differently
in the narrative domain than in the nomothetic — otherwise we once again become
vulnerable to charges of engineering a post hoc rationalisation to hide a basic failure
of historical study. Therefore, any general model of narrative explanation that hopes
to be called scientific must not only be able to provide a non-arbitrary logic for
confirmation and disconfirmation of narrative claims, but also be able to account for
this basic discrepancy. For if we have no reliable mechanism for telling a true claim
from a false one then any general theory of narrative, no matter how conceptually
sound, is useless.” This is of particular importance for history, where the charge that
narratives are entirely arbitrary constructions of the historian/author which can
never be checked against reality (this failure usually being attributed to observation
poverty) has become a central feature of its contemporary philosophy. To this end, it
will be shown that a viable solution to this problem flows elegantly from one

fundamental observation about the operation of causation: its asymmetry.

Simply put, “asymmetry of causation” is a term by which we might express a single
and seemingly deep feature of causality: a single cause will almost always have
multiple effects, yet the reverse is hardly ever true. That is, the single cause that is the
striking of a match will have multiple effects — smoke, flame, heat, and so on — but
multiple causes do not often exhibit a single effect. While seemingly a trite

observation, from this asymmetry a logic of confirmation can be derived for unique,

26 T. A. Goudge, 'Causal Explanations in Natural History." The British Journal for the Philosophy of
Science. Vol. 9, No. 35 (November 1958). pp.201-202.

27 Note that having a reliable mechanism for counting evidence for or against a narrative claim is not
the same as actually having evidence for or against that claim. There are, for instance, some formally
valid narrative claims for which there is simply insufficient evidence. This is a distinctly different
problem from possessing evidence and not having a consistent logic for using it.
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past causes by noting that we need not observe/recover every single effect in order to
be able to infer their cause. That is, we do not need to capture every particle of smoke
and ash in order to know that a match was struck. As we shall see, this can not only
provide a principled justification for making inferences from incomplete evidence —
one the hallmarks of any historical science — it also provides a mechanism for
discriminating between competing narrative explanations. This is because the
asymmetry of causation entitles us to expect that there will almost always be more
effects than causes, and thus virtually assures us of a wealth of evidential material
with which to work.?® Therefore we simply need to search for an effect among this
constellation consistent with a subset (or even only one) of the available hypotheses
regarding the event/object of the past in which we are interested. If it is found, then
we have generated a reason to accept only those hypotheses that involve the presence
of that effect. This mechanism we will refer to in this thesis as “confirmation by
consequences.” This confirmation logic will not only be shown to have the advantage
of accurately describing the kind of reasoning historical scientists undertake, it will
also be demonstrated that it effectively ties the differences between the narrative and
the nomothetic to a fundamental feature of causation. And this is exactly what is
required if we are to plausibly claim that the narrative method is a necessary mode of
explanation, rather than merely a convenient one. This thesis will also argue,
moreover, that this logic — like the “accounting claim” rejoinder to the argument from
observation poverty — has the additional advantage of being completely agnostic
regarding any perceived boundary between human history and the sciences. That is,
it applies equally well whether we are reasoning about the possibility of a meteor
causing the extinction of the dinosaurs, or the role of economic factors in the fall of
the Roman Republic. Thus we will again be driven to conclude that there is nothing
here which excludes human history from being considered one of the historical

sciences.

The Structure of Part Two

Part Two of this thesis consists of three chapters. These chapters are separated
thematically, but — considered together — move roughly chronologically through the
emergence and development of an epistemic narrativism by both philosophers of

science and practising scientists. The primary aim of Chapter Four is to give

28 With more becoming available as improved technology develops the ability to detect them.
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substance to our first claim of Part Two: that the nomothetic model of explanation
alone is inadequate to describe the operation of disciplines such as biology, geology,
and paleontology — despite their relatively uncontroversial acceptance as scientific.
To this end, Chapter Four will examine some of the historical tensions between the
theory and practice of both the biological and the earth sciences and nomothetic
orthodoxy in the philosophy of science. The earliest geologists and earth scientists,
for example, finding little or no guidance in the philosophy of science, often turned
to history to help give theoretical shape to their work. This was not considered
problematic for the philosophy of science, however, especially in the wake of Newton
and other nomothetic triumphs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
troubled relationship between such historical sciences and nomothetic orthodoxy
only became impossible to ignore with the nineteenth century publication of both
Charles Lyell's Principles of Geology,” and Charles Darwin's On the Origin Of Species by
Means of Natural Selection.”® These works were problematic for the nomothetic model
given that they were both enormously successful in terms of explanatory power, yet
neither seemed to have discovered or deployed any firm nomothetic laws. Because of
this, both men drew a good deal of criticism from philosophers of science, much of it
rooted in the nomothetic assumption. This philosophical condescension was not
limited to the nineteenth century, however, as hostility to these kinds of sciences —
particularly biology - can still be found among contemporary philosophers of
science. To this end, Chapter Four will go on to examine some of the most influential
modern criticisms of the scientific status of biology — specifically those offered by
Karl Popper and Mario Bunge — as well as the defences offered by such philosophers
of biology as Michael Ruse and David Hull. All of this, Chapter Four will argue,
represents compelling evidence that the insistence on a single nomothetic model for
all scientific explanation could not capture the kind of science disciplines such as
geology and biology were pursuing. For although one could certainly see a clear role
for laws in such disciplines, laws alone were not enough to fully conceptualise the
kind of work being done in these fields. Chapter Four then, will show the inadequacy

of a strict nomothetic formalism even within the sciences themselves.

Chapter Five's primary aim will be to give substance to the second of our earlier

29 Lyell's work was published in three volumes between 1830 and 1833. See: Charles Lyell, Principles
of Geology: Being an Attempt to Explain the Former Changes of the Earth’s Surface, by Reference to Causes
Now in Operation. John Murray: London, 1830-1833.

30 Charles Darwin, On The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured
Races in the Struggle for Life. John Murray: London, 1859.
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claims: that those scientific disciplines the explanations of which do not conform to
the nomothetic model have often found narrative useful as an explanatory concept —
and that such scientific conceptions of narrative have therefore already become a part
of mainstream scientific explanation, despite a widespread lack of recognition from
philosophers of science. In order to establish this claim, this chapter will examine in
some detail one of the first serious attempts to offer a narrative solution to the bind in
which the nomothetic-deductive model had placed the historical sciences. This
model was offered as an attempt to capture the form of explanation in evolutionary
biology, and was the work of one T. A. Goudge. Goudge's example will be instructive
here because, unlike history, historical scientists could not simply opt out of scientific
epistemology by fiat. Thus it was essential that any model of narrative used in the
historical sciences be somehow scientifically defensible. To test the success of
Goudge's model at maintaining this testability while also claiming to proceed by
narrative rather than general law, Chapter Five will undertake an extended
examination of the applied example offered by Goudge — the evolution of the first
genuinely limbed creatures (tetrapods) during the Devonian era.’® This case study
will be examined with particular reference to both the narrative form of the various
potential explanations and their ability to be confirmed or disconfirmed by empirical
means. This will be accomplished by seeing how these mid-twentieth century
explanations of tetrapod evolution have actually fared in light of the new evidence
that has become available in subsequent years. From this it will be argued that the
concept of narrative can indeed perform useful explanatory work in the historical
sciences and is able to be made answerable to evidence. However, narrative — even in
the comparatively advanced form in which Goudge offered it — remained vulnerable
to charges of being a post hoc rationalisation, or some kind of placeholder for an
actual explanation. Chapter Five then, will demonstrate that, despite narrative being
a useful practical concept in the historically focused sciences, mid-twentieth century
narrative theorists such as Goudge could not make narrative respectable by showing
it to be a necessary mode of explanation linked to some fundamental property of the

world.

Chapter Six will seek to provide the philosophical foundations missing from the
work of Goudge, and thus give substance to the third claim of Part Two — that

narrative is a necessary and fundamental mode of explanation, able to be linked to

31 The Devonian period is a division of the Paleozoic era, which spans approximately 57 million
years, from ~416 million years ago to ~359 million years ago.
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both existing nomothetic models and to our deepest insights regarding the nature of
causation. To establish this, this chapter will examine in detail how the philosophy of
science has acted to address each of the potential hindrances hinted at above —
observation poverty, the nomothetic compatibility requirement, and a principled
logic of confirmation by consequences. As it so happens, some of the most recent
work done in the philosophy of the non-nomothetic historical sciences has focused
on removing just such barriers and thus generalising narrative as a form of
explanation. In this sense at least, Chapter Six will not be required to reinvent the
wheel. Therefore, in addition to detailing the arguments which establish narrative as
a fully co-equal mode of explanation Chapter Six will also examine whether the
requirements that these philosophical arguments introduce can be met in the practice
of human history. With respect to observation poverty, we will examine the work of
the philosopher of science Peter Kosso, whose reorientation of the terms of the
observation poverty argument from a crude “observable”/“unobservable”
dichotomy to a more nuanced system of “observation, all things considered” through
what he calls “accounting claims” effectively refutes this class of arguments. With
respect to the requirement for “nomothetic compatibilism” referred to earlier, we will
examine the work of the philosopher of biology David Hull. Hull's argument that the
narrative form is essentially the nomothetic-deductive model inverted — creating a
“particular-circumstance” model — provides a way to connect the broad, inclusive
definition of narrative seen earlier to the existing structures of science. This inversion
introduces the idea of a narrative as a “central subject” which is explained by
detailing all of the relevant law-governed processes which have interacted over time
to produce/ transform/ destroy that subject. Such a definition is, however, difficult to
reconcile with the practice of history simply because explanations in history do not
always explain their central subjects in terms of laws and processes, instead offering
singular events/objects in explanation of other singular events/objects. In order to
justify our claim that Hull's model can be applied to human history, therefore,
Chapter Six will argue that narrative explanations can be nested. That is, we can use
narrative explanations as components of other narrative explanations. With respect to
the final requirement for narratives to be made to submit to empirical confirmation
or disconfirmation, this chapter will examine the work of the philosopher Carol
Cleland. Cleland has convincingly argued (building on the work of David Lewis)
that there is a basic asymmetry in the operation of causation which forces very

different — albeit complementary and reconcilable — methods and forms upon
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empirical knowledge-generating disciplines depending on which side of this
asymmetry they are working on. This, it will be shown, provides a justification for
the lack of future prediction in the historical sciences, as well as providing a way in
which to discriminate objectively between narrative theories. Ultimately then,
Chapter Six will argue that if a narrative account satisfies inspection in these three
areas, it can legitimately be called scientific. Moreover, it can be called such without
apology, for the narrative form in which it is cast is not merely arbitrary or a result of
incomplete information but a necessary form, imposed upon historical studies by the

nature of science and the operation of causation.

The overarching theme of this thesis, considered as a whole, is that there is not only
one fundamental model of scientific explanation, but two — the narrative and the
nomothetic. The two are co-equal, and the form of each is dictated by whichever side
of the asymmetry of causation a desired subject lies. All branches of science can
potentially make use of both modes of explanation, but — depending on their chosen
subject matter — will usually favour one explanatory mode over the other. From this it
can be concluded that history is — along with archaeology, paleontology, geology, and
any number of others — simply one of those branches whose subject matter heavily
favours the narrative mode. Ultimately then, the solution to the problem of how
historical knowledge is related to that of the sciences can be solved not by attempting
to expunge narrative from all historical work, but by finally taking it seriously as an
epistemic concept. More importantly, adopting such a view of history will effectively
dissolve many of those vexing dilemmas which have dominated discussion in the
philosophy of history for more than a century. For the failure of historical knowledge
to conform to a nomothetic model of explanation could no longer be considered
credible evidence of the unscientific nature of that knowledge. Nor could it be taken
as evidence of a methodological failure that might only be remedied by a radical
transformation of historical practice. And so we might finally rid ourselves of the
need to maintain the polite fiction of separate epistemic realms. Similarly, it could no
longer be argued that narrative itself is a post hoc rationalisation, designed as an
attempt to legitimise the historical status quo. For a deep understanding of narrative
and how it flows from our best understanding of the operation of the universe must
show instead that narrative explanation is a necessary reflection of the nature of
causation. And all that is required to make possible such a rapprochement between

history and the sciences is the abandonment of the thoroughgoing and persistent
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nomothetic assumption which has tainted the philosophy of history since the
nineteenth century. This seems, to put it mildly, a small price to pay. The nomothetic
assumption has contributed little more than an inferiority complex and identity crisis
to the philosophy of history for quite some time now. Historians and the discipline of
history in general, as this thesis intends to demonstrate, would be far better off

without it.

38



Part One

“Ask Any Scientician”:

The Nomothetic Assumption in Twentieth
Century Philosophy of History






Chapter One

“Introducing the Nomothetic Assumption”

While generalisations regarding entire academic fields are notoriously difficult to
make, and therefore rightly regarded with suspicion, the fact is that this thesis
proceeds on the basis of just such a generalisation. That is, the success or failure of
the arguments presented here will depend upon our basic assertion that there has
been — among historians and philosophers of history at least — a systemic and
persistent identification of the entirety of science with the law-seeking deductive
methods used by some of its sub-disciplines (i.e., physics). This is the meaning of the
shorthand term “nomothetic assumption,” as coined in the Introduction. Given the
foundational nature of this claim, it is imperative that it be adequately justified. To
this end, Part One will primarily concern itself with an examination of the work of
some of the most influential twentieth century philosophers of history in an attempt
to ascertain the extent to which they were promulgators (consciously or otherwise) of
the nomothetic assumption. Chapter One begins to tackle this overarching task by
examining the work of J. B. Bury, G. M. Trevelyan, R. G. Collingwood, Benedetto
Croce, Charles Beard, and Carl Becker — all of whom were active from the turn of the
twentieth century up until the transformative arrival of the covering law theories of
Karl Popper and Carl Hempel.** More than merely a chronology, however, Chapter
One will seek to use these examples in service of two key arguments. First, we will
demonstrate the reality of the nomothetic assumption among these prominent and
influential philosophers of history even before the arrival of Popper and Hempel.
This will be achieved through an examination of their relevant writings on the nature
of history and its relationship to the sciences. This approach will have the additional
benefit of allowing us to simultaneously examine the effect the nomothetic
assumption has had on these philosophers with respect to their ultimate assessments
of the relationship between history and the sciences. The second aim of this chapter,
however, is more subtle. For if these philosophers were convinced that history could

not be scientific as it did not proceed in accordance with nomothetic-deductive

32 This debate, of course, has a history extending much further back than the twentieth century. In
fact, the question of both the proper form of scientific knowledge and the status of historical
knowledge relative to that form extend well back into the nineteenth century and even beyond.
Nevertheless, this thesis — given that it is primarily concerned with the narrativist response to the
covering law thesis in the mid-twentieth century — has chosen to limit its scope to the twentieth
century. While ultimately 1900 is an arbitrary division, of course, it has been chosen in order to
allow a period long enough to demonstrate both the existence of a pervasive nomothetic
assumption before Popper and Hempel, and the idealist character of historical thought that Popper
and Hempel were primarily concerned with eliminating (and thus provide the proper context for
their covering law theories) — yet short enough to be covered within the available space.
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methods, the question remains: having said what history wasn’t, did they also have
anything to say about what history was? Chapter One, therefore, will also seek to
outline something of the perceived character of historical knowledge — often gathered
under the term “idealism” — among philosophers of history prior to the arrival of
covering law theory. But this idealism, too, it will be shown, is deeply influenced by
the nomothetic assumption. For the presumption of a stark difference in kind
between history and science, underwritten by the nomothetic assumption, was one of
the underpinnings of the idealist approach, which emphasised both the total
epistemic autonomy of history and the primacy of “re-thinking” human thought as a
method for gaining historical knowledge. Thus, as such idealistic views seemingly
represented a majority view among elite philosophers of history at that time, Chapter
One will seek to demonstrate a link between the idealistic vision of historical

knowledge and the nomothetic assumption.

The Nomothetic Assumption in Action, or: The Misunderstanding of J. B. Bury

During his inaugural address as Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge
University in 1903, the historian J. B. Bury made his now famous claim that,
“though she may supply material for literary art or philosophical speculation, she
[history] is herself simply a science, no less and no more.”* One of the most enduring
sound-bites in the twentieth century philosophy of history, mention of this statement
is likely to be found somewhere in any text — introductory or otherwise — published
on historical theory since. And while the relevance of this statement today has been
rendered somewhat obscure by age and inattention, at the time it was published it
became the pithy, quotable centre of a renewed debate concerning the status of
historical knowledge relative to the natural sciences which would occupy much of
the attention of philosophers of history for almost the entire first half of the century,
until its enfant terrible status relative to idealist orthodoxy was usurped by the
publication of Carl Hempel's 1942 paper 'The Function of General Laws in History."*
And yet, while oft-quoted, Bury's statement is only rarely given adequate context.
Indeed, modern historical handbooks and philosophy of history texts often refer to

Bury only briefly, and usually as a springboard to the discussion of others who spoke

33 J. B. Bury, 'The Science of History,' in Harold Temperley (ed), Selected Essays of ]. B. Bury.
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1930. pp.3-22.

34 Ibid., p.22.

35 Carl G. Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws in History," The Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 39, No. 2
(15 January 1942). pp.35-48.
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against him,* or as an example of obvious and egregious error.” In the interest of
fairness then, let us examine J. B. Bury's famous statement and the reaction to it
among the historical community at the time with a little more depth than is

customary. What did Bury mean by it, and can it be so easily dismissed?

Speaking in the context of this thesis as a whole, we shall see that such an
examination will prove instructive if only because it reveals Bury himself to be
something of a prophet who — despite his status as a perennial footnote in
philosophy of history textbooks and a frequent target of condescension by their
authors — effectively anticipated the conceptual basis of a modern scientific approach
to history. Indeed, Bury himself was seemingly one of the very few philosophers of
history in the twentieth (or indeed any other) century who was able to conceive of
science in anything other than strict nomothetic terms. In this sense, despite Bury's
failure to provide any comprehensive philosophical framework for his statement, his
intellectual vision for history — that if history were to talk in terms of cause and effect,
then it must ultimately be answerable to the scientific — proved ultimately to be
broadly correct. And, as this thesis progresses, we shall see how just such a vision of
a scientific history can be constructed. While it might seem perverse to lead off a
chapter designed to demonstrate the reality of a pervasive nomothetic assumption by
citing what is effectively a counter-example, Bury's case is included here not only to
provide a certain metaphorical symmetry to this thesis, but also as it allows us to
open this chapter with an excellent example not only of the existence of the
nomothetic assumption, but also of its insidious ability to twist and distort any
debate regarding the relationship between history and the sciences. The nomothetic
assumptions at issue, however, are not Bury's, but those of his detractors. For, as we
shall see, the reactions to Bury's statement among prominent philosophers of history
seemed to be based less on what Bury himself thought and said, but on the
associations his accusers read into the word “science.” Bury's own arguments, even

as thin as they were, were barely considered.

Perhaps the most revealing single point of Bury's address was his assertion that

36 For example: Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History. Granta Books: London, 1997. p.23. Bury's
speech is mentioned here in only a single paragraph, and then primarily only in order to provide a
force for Trevelyan to push against in subsequent pages.

37 For example: Arthur Marwick, The New Nature of History: Knowledge, Evidence, Language. Palgrave:
Hampshire, 2001. p.82. Here Marwick writes of Bury's famed pronouncement: “This kind of naive
rhetoric is as dated as that of Burckhardt, and my strong warning to all readers is to distrust any
work on historical epistemology written in this vein.”
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history had already been “enthroned and ensphered among the sciences,” but that the
“particular nature of her influence, her time-honoured association with literature,
and other circumstances, have acted as a sort of vague cloud, half concealing from
men's eyes her new position in the heavens.” More significant, at least for the
purposes of this thesis, is the perceived engine of this transformation — which, for
Bury, was strictly methodological. Arguing that, “the proposition that before the
beginning of the last century the study of history was not scientific may be sustained
in spite of a few exceptions,” Bury asserts that despite the erudition and industry of
pre-nineteenth century historians, “the systematised method which distinguishes a
science” was beyond their vision, and that — thanks to German scholars such as
Barthold Niebuhr and Leopold von Ranke — mere “erudition has been supplemented
by scientific method.”* So, for Bury then, a science was defined by exactitude of
method, and thus history could be called a science, due to the widespread adoption
of “systematic and minute” techniques of source analysis — a “microscopic criticism,
now recognised as indispensable.”* And with this improvement in method, Bury

argued, came the more stringent standards of evidence appropriate to a science:

All truths (to modify a saying of Plato) require the most exact methods; and
closely connected with the introduction of a new method was the elevation of the
standard of truth. The idea of a scrupulously exact conformity to facts was fixed,
refined, and canonised; and the critical method was one of the means to secure it.*
This then, is what Bury meant by “science” in his 1903 address. Although there is
evidence of far more sophisticated thinking on the subject by the time of his 1909
paper entitled 'Darwinism and History,* there is no evidence in his inaugural address
of any use of the term “science” beyond this simple methodological statement
emphasising rigour in the handling of sources and their interpretation.*> Moreover, in
arguing that this was the sense in which history might be thought of as scientific, it

should also be noted that Bury made specific reference to nineteenth century German

38 Bury, 'The Science of History," p.5.

39 Ibid., p.6.

40 Ibid.

41 J. B. Bury, 'Darwinism and History,' in Harold Temperley (ed), Selected Essays of ]. B. Bury.
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1930. pp.23-42.

42 Such a definition was not uncommon at this time. Other contemporary scholars talked of the
science of history in this sense. See, for example: Charles-Victor Langlois and Charles Seignobos,
Introduction aux Etudes Historiques (Introduction to the Study of History). Duckworth & Co.: London,
1898. pp.63-65. A similar use of the term “science” is to be found in the work of Leopold von
Ranke. See: Leopold von Ranke, The Theory and Practice of History. Georg G. Iggers & Konrad von
Moltke (editors and trans). Bobs-Merrill Company: Indianapolis & New York, 1973. Of particular
interest in this volume is: Leopold von Ranke, 'On the Character of Historical Science (A
Manuscript of the 1830s)," in Leopold von Ranke, The Theory and Practice of History. Georg G. Iggers
& Konrad von Moltke (editors and trans). Bobs-Merrill Company: Indianapolis & New York, 1973.
p-33.
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scholars such as Barthold Niebuhr and Leopold von Ranke. Indeed, Bury directly
attributed the methodological advance to the “scientific movement” in
historiography with which these scholars were associated. “We owe the change to
Germany,” he claimed.® Thus, he was — in 1903 at least — aligning himself with the
nineteenth century historicist movement which, while it had co-opted the term
“science” as a synonym for “rigorous” or “accurate,” could not lay any more serious

claim to the term.

The reaction to Bury's address was immediate and still shapes perceptions of Bury
even today.* The most notable and enduring contemporary reaction was that of G.
M. Trevelyan, whose article attempting to refute Bury, “The Latest View of History,”
was published in the Independent Review in 1903, and was later reworked and
appeared as the titular essay in a collection entitled Clio, a Muse.”® In this essay,
Trevelyan lamented the transformation of history from being “a part of our [English]
national literature, written by persons moving at large in the world of letters or

4

politics,” to being “proclaimed a 'science' for specialists, not 'literature' for the
common reader of books.”* In short, Trevelyan believed that blame for the drift
away from more popular history that had accompanied the professionalisation of the
discipline was to be laid at the feet of those who would declare history a science —
particularly Bury, whom Trevelyan believed had been seduced by the Germanic

“scientific” school, which sought to reduce history to the lifeless collection of facts:

And who is the mother country to Anglo-Saxon historians? Some reply
“Germany,” but others of us prefer to answer “England.” The methods and
limitations of German learning presumably suit the Germans, but are certain to
prove a strait-waistcoat to English limbs and faculties.*”
On this much, Trevelyan was on firm enough ground, for it is clear that (in 1903 at
least) Bury greatly admired the nineteenth century German school of so-called
“scientific” historiography, and had — on the surface of it — claimed that history was,

in fact, a science. Trevelyan however, went much further than objecting to “scientific”

history for being merely inaccessible. He instead sought to base the substance of his

43 Bury, 'The Science of History,' p.5.

44 Doris S. Goldstein, 'J. B. Bury's Philosophy of History: A Reappraisal,” The American Historical
Review. Vol. 82, No. 4. (October 1977). pp.896-919.

45 G. M. Trevelyan, 'Clio, A Muse," in G. M. Trevelyan, Clio, A Muse and Other Essays. Longman's
Green & Co.: London, 1968. pp.140-176. It is to this version that this text will refer, although it
should be noted that Trevelyan removed all direct references to Bury in this version. The substance
of his arguments however, were unchanged.

46 Ibid., p.140.

47 Ibid., p.142.
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attack on a definitional issue — arguing that the very use of the term “science” itself
was inappropriate in the context of history. And it is here that Trevelyan's nomothetic

assumptions begin to emerge:

The idea that the facts of history are of value as part of an exact science confined to
specialists is due to a misapplication of the analogy of physical science... The
functions of physical science are mainly two: direct utility in practical fields; and in
more intellectual fields the deduction of laws of “cause and effect.” Now history
can perform neither of these functions.*
This then, is what “science” meant to Trevelyan, and appears — by extension — to be
the view that he tacitly assumes Bury (and others like him) share. With respect to this

notion of laws, Trevelyan had more to say:

... history cannot, like physical science, deduce causal laws of general application.
All attempts have failed to discover laws of “cause and effect” which are certain to
repeat themselves in the institutions and affairs of men. The law of gravitation
may be scientifically proved because it is universal and simple. But the historical
law that starvation brings on revolt is not proved; indeed the opposite statement,
that starvation leads to abject submission, is equally true in the light of past events.
You cannot so completely isolate any historical event from its circumstances as to
be able to deduce from it a law of general application.*
What Trevelyan is arguing then, is that the subject matter of history is too rich and
complex to be able to be interpreted through the scientific lens, which — due to the
nomothetic assumption — Trevelyan believed consisted entirely of isolating the
fundamental and universal laws which underwrote its operation. And because
history directed toward such a task had singularly failed to convincingly identify any
such laws — despite numerous attempts during the nineteenth century® — Trevelyan
took this as evidence that the subject matter of history was inherently hostile to
scientific treatment. Whatever history was, in other words, it simply couldn’t be
science. The proper philosophical project, therefore, was to work out a way to

conceptualise history apart from the sciences. While Trevelyan's line of argument is

48 Ibid., p.143.

49 Ibid., p.144.

50 Perhaps the most notable of these attempts was that of Henry Thomas Buckle, whose A History of
Civilization in England, was a multi-volume work intended to identify the general laws which
governed the course of nations. The first volume was published in 1857 and functioned as an
introduction to Buckle's methods and the laws he believed he had identified. See: Henry Thomas
Buckle, Introduction to the History of Civilization in England. London: Routledge, 1904. Another
famed attempt to apply the nomothetic model to human history was that of Auguste Comte,
whose six volume Cours de Philosophie Positive (Course in Positive Philosophy) was published between
1830 and 1842. Volumes Four and Five of this work in particular emphasised the application of the
methods of physics and astronomy to the social sciences, including history. See: Auguste Comte,
The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte. 3" Edition. Harriet Martineau (trans). Kegan Paul: London,
1893.
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logically compelling, it should be noted that it relies upon the nomothetic
assumption in order to maintain coherence. For if the nomothetic-deductive form
were discovered not to be the only possible shape for science, then the failure of
history to adequately mimic it would no longer function as a conclusive argument
for history's non-scientific nature. It worth emphasising again that, as mentioned
earlier, Bury himself said nothing at all about seeking laws of history. Nor, for that
matter, did the German “scientific” historicists such as Leopold von Ranke or

Barthold Neibuhr whom Bury had claimed to admire.

Nor was Trevelyan alone in reasoning this way. Perhaps the most significant later
example of the distorting power of the nomothetic assumption is that offered by the
English historian R. G. Collingwood. In his 1946 book, The Idea of History,

7

Collingwood argued that Bury was “a positivist in historical theory,” although “a
perplexed and inconsistent one.”" Collingwood attempted to substantiate this claim
by examining a supposed shift in Bury's reasoning between 1900 and 1903. In 1900,
Collingwood argues, one finds Bury adhering to the “strict formulae of positivism.”
To this end, he cites a 1900 paper by Bury — 'Causes of the Survival of the Roman
Empire in the East,"” in which, he argues, “the survival of the Eastern Empire is
regarded as an event of a certain general kind, and the problem is to find causes of
certain general kinds to account for it.”® This, for Collingwood is pure nomothetic
positivism: “the treatment of an event not as unique but as an instance of a certain
type, and the explanation of it by discovering a cause applicable not to it alone but to
every event of the same general kind.”>* Thus, as for Trevelyan, we see a clear
statement of science as a purely generalising enterprise modelled after natural
sciences such as physics and astronomy — the nomothetic assumption. Collingwood
further cements this association with science by explicitly defining positivism in The
Idea of History as “philosophy acting in the service of natural science, as in the Middle
Ages philosophy acted in the service of theology.”*® And nineteenth century
positivists, maintained Collingwood, had formed their own “superficial” notion of

what natural science meant:

51 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History. Revised Edition. Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1994.
p-147.

52 J. B. Bury, 'Causes of the Survival of the Roman Empire in the East,' in Harold Temperley (ed),
Selected Essays of |. B. Bury. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1930. pp.231-242.

53 R. G. Collingwood, Review of Harold Temperley (ed), Selected Essays of ]. B. Bury,' English
Historical Review, No. 46, No. 183 (July 1931). p.462.

54 Collingwood, The Idea of History. p.148.
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They thought it consisted of two things: first, ascertaining facts; secondly, framing
laws. The facts were immediately ascertained by sensuous perception. The laws
were framed through generalising from these facts by induction. Under this
influence a new kind of historiography arose, which may be called positivistic
historiography.®
From this it would seem that, in branding such a view “superficial,” Collingwood
himself was aware, as Trevelyan apparently was not, of the limitations of a narrowly
nomothetic view of science. Unfortunately, his subsequent argument, by claiming
that just such a view was widespread among nineteenth century historians,
essentially reproduces Trevelyan's error. In addition to this, the assumption of
ideological uniformity also allowed Collingwood to gather under the banner of
nomothetic positivism all of those historians who adhered to the ostensibly strict
empiricism toward sources that became popular in the wake of aforementioned
German scholars such as Niebuhr and Ranke and which was often (glibly) called
“scientific history.” For while Collingwood states that, “throwing themselves with
enthusiasm into the first part of the positivist programme, historians set to work to
ascertain all the facts they could,” he also asserts that the motivation for said
enthusiasm was “obedience to the spirit of positivism according to which the
ascertaining of facts was only the first stage of a process whose second stage was the
discovery of laws.”” Thus, according to Collingwood, all those historians who had
aligned themselves with the increased focus on historical evidence and the critical
analysis thereof, were engaged — whether they knew it or not — in some greater
nomothetic endeavour to provide raw material for the discovery of the “laws” of
history. This rather tortured logic provided Collingwood with a rationale by which
he might still claim a nomothetic motivation for an author, even if their texts offered no
direct evidence for such. In this way, Collingwood tried to justify his argument for a
“general tendency” toward positivism in the nineteenth century.® This is the
distorting power of the nomothetic assumption in full flight, effectively distorting

new perspectives (such as Bury's) so as to fit within a pre-conceived dichotomy.

Having thus accused the J. B. Bury of 1900 of being a doctrinaire nomothetic
positivist seeking to transform history into the likeness of physics, Collingwood then
interpreted Bury's lack of advocacy for any such program in his 1903 address —

despite declaring history to be “a science, no less and no more” — as evidence for his

56 Ibid., pp.126-127.
57 Ibid., p.127.
58 Ibid., p.126.
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being “perplexed and inconsistent.” For by the time of the 1903 inaugural address,
Collingwood writes, Bury had “begun to revolt” against the positivist requirement
that history must have general laws extracted from it in order to be scientific —

despite this being a position he had supposedly espoused in 1900:

In that [1903] lecture he proclaimed that historical thought as we now understand
it is a new thing in the world, barely a century old: not at all the same thing as
natural science, but having a special character of its own, offering to mankind a
new view of the world and a new armoury of intellectual weapons... Here the
uniqueness of historical thought is clearly seen and impressively stated; but when
Bury goes on to ask what this new thing is, he replies: 'History is simply a science,
no less and no more.' The lecture exhibits a mind torn between two conceptions:
one, obscure but powerful, of the difference between history and science, the other,
clear and paralysing, of their indistinguishable identity. Bury has made a violent
effort to free himself from this latter conception, and failed.”
Placed in context then, we can begin to see that whatever the actual state of Bury's
thought might have been at the time of his inaugural address was largely irrelevant.
What is significant is Collingwood's implied claim that an acknowledgement of the
“special character” of historical knowledge and an assertion that history is “simply a
science” must be mutually exclusive. Indeed, as has been shown above, Collingwood
seemed to take for granted that the mere assertion that history is a science necessarily
implied an acceptance of positivist philosophy and the generalising nomothetic
approach it required. A similar binary, as has also been seen, can be read from G. M.
Trevelyan's reaction to Bury's address. All of which, of course, raises the question:
were Trevelyan and Collingwood correct? Was J. B. Bury an advocate of a purely
nomothetic view of science, and was his assertion that history is a science an
expression of this theoretical alignment? The answer is: almost certainly not.
Trevelyan offers no real evidence for his tacit insinuation that Bury was a positivist.
And Collingwood cites only the aforementioned 1900 article 'Causes of the Survival
of the Roman Empire in the East' as positive evidence for his claim. Yet an
examination of this article reveals that Bury was not attempting to draw generally
applicable law-like conclusions from the example of the Roman Empire. Rather, the
Eastern and Western Roman Empires are compared and contrasted in order to use
the Western Empire as evidence to illustrate and support his specific argument
regarding the Eastern. At no point are any nomothetic-style extrapolations being

made regarding “empires” in any general sense.”” And without any firmly

established positivist background, it can no longer be argued that Bury's 1903
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inaugural was the mental watershed Collingwood claimed it to be. For if he had

never been a nomothetic positivist, how could he “revolt” against it?

How then, did Bury mean for the term “science” to be understood? Or, put another
way, what has been lost by using the nomothetic assumption in order to issue his
dismissal? We can begin to answer this by remembering that, in sympathy with the
German historicist scholars he so admired, his use of the term appeared to be
methodological rather than nomothetic. Such a use of the term “science” has its own
deficiencies, however, and is frequently highly misleading. For many nineteenth
century historians and philosophers of history who glibly used the term to describe
their view of historical practice also retained many religious and metaphysical
convictions that were incompatible with any sense of science. As noted in the
Introduction, using the name is not enough. Even allowing for this, however, Bury
remains a noteworthy example. This is because Bury's alignment with this nineteenth
century trend toward calling historiography “scientific” was tangential at best. His
own conception of the relationship between history and science was a good deal
more substantial. In a later article, entitled 'Darwinism and History,' published in
1909, Bury offered a more detailed account of his understanding of what it meant for

a discipline to be scientific:

The conception of the history of man as a causal development meant the elevation
of historical inquiry to the dignity of a science. Just as the study of bees cannot
become scientific so long as the student's interest in them is only to procure honey
or to derive moral lessons from the labours of “the little busy bee,” so the history
of human societies cannot become the object of pure scientific investigation so long
as man estimates its value in pragmatical scales. Nor can it become a science until
it is conceived as lying entirely within a sphere in which the law of cause and
effect has unreserved and unrestricted dominion.®
While such an appeal to the sovereignty of a “law” of cause and effect might seem an
endorsement of a nomothetic viewpoint, it was not. Bury was merely arguing that a
prerequisite for the scientific study of history must be a commitment to natural — as
opposed to supernatural or otherwise metaphysical — explanations. While one might
still argue for a supernatural “ultimate” cause if one so wished, historical explanation
— if it wished to be scientific — had to proceed on the basis of more proximate
causation. While a similar argument underpinned the work of nineteenth century
positivists like Henry Thomas Buckle and Auguste Comte, such an argument alone

does not speak to the central nomothetic positivist concern — does the study of a

61 Bury, 'Darwinism and History,' pp.26-27.
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history so conceived reveal higher level regularities or causal “laws”? Bury
concluded, without ambiguity, that it did not. More importantly, he made it clear that

the discovery of such laws was not strictly necessary for science either:

The truth is that Darwinism itself offers the best illustration of the insufficiency of
general laws to account for historical development. The part played by
coincidence, and the part played by individuals — limited by, and related to,
general social conditions — render it impossible to deduce the course of the past
history of man or to predict the future. But it is the same with organic
development. Darwin (or any other zoologist) could not deduce the actual course
of evolution from general principles. Given an organism and its environment, he
could not show that it must evolve into a more complex organism of a definite,
predetermined type; knowing what it has evolved into, he could attempt to
discover and assign the determining causes. General principles do not account for
a particular sequence; they embody necessary conditions; but there is a chapter of
accidents too. It is the same in the case of history.*
In other words, the contingency of historical explanations (i.e., their lack of any
generality or law-like quality) could not be correlated to any scientific status they
might claim. Bury's subsequent work on contingency — particularly his famous 1916
essay 'Cleopatra's Nose' — took this line of argument as axiomatic.®® In these writings,
Bury argued that history was too complex for a nomothetic approach — too many
interacting chains of causation were interacting at any given moment to allow high
level general truths to be isolated. This complexity of interaction, as well as the
operation of what is called chance, were not the “intrusion of a lawless element”
however, but the “collision of two or more independent chains of causes.”* Thus,
Bury argued, it was possible to talk of history as explicable — even if only in principle
— in terms of cause and effect, while being simultaneously beyond the reach of
generalisation in the form of uniformities and laws. Contingency then, was rationally

explicable. As Doris S. Goldstein has argued of Bury:

His initial premise was that all historical phenomena — those which are defined as
“accidental” as well as those which are the result of human purpose — are subject
to the law of causation. That is, all occurrences have antecedents. It follows that
the causal sequence determining a chance event is as open to discovery and
explication as an event stemming from human choice and action.®

Thus it can be seen that what was on offer in the work of J. B. Bury was a relatively

sophisticated (in comparison to the reception it received) and nuanced view of
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science, history, and the nature of causation. His use of the term “science,” was not
only a statement of methodological intent, but a declaration that, at least in principle,
historical knowledge was not of a fundamentally different kind from the scientific.
Further to this, he appears to have understood science well enough to see that there
could be such a thing as a non-nomothetic scientific practice. Indeed, as Part Two of
this thesis will show, his account of contingency and causation effectively presages
the work of later philosophers of science such as David Hull. And yet, Collingwood
and Trevelyan — among others — explicitly attacked him as an advocate of a
positivism oriented specifically toward the identification of laws of history. On the
basis of this, it seems reasonable to conclude that the reaction of both Trevelyan and
Collingwood to Bury's inaugural address can have had little to do with its content, or
the content of any of Bury's other writings. One is left, therefore, to conclude that the
explicit conflation of the term “science” with the nomothetic-deductive method took
place primarily in the minds of Trevelyan and Collingwood themselves. This is the

nomothetic assumption in action.

Idealism and Historical Autonomy

Of course Collingwood and Trevelyan were far from the only examples of this kind
of thinking. Indeed, it might reasonably be said that the positions held by Trevelyan
and Collingwood were effectively a majority view among philosophers of history
during the early twentieth century. And this entire school of historical thought —
known as idealism — has come to be known for two key arguments. First, that the
unique non-repeatable nature of any historical event precluded analysis using
scientific techniques. And second, that the focus of history on the realm of the human
required an intuitive re-imagining of the thoughts of historical actors by the
historian.®® These were widespread views among philosophers of history in the first
half of the twentieth century, and even retain some adherents to this day.*” For the
purposes of this chapter, however, it will be enough to note that the second of these
arguments — the necessity of a mental “re-enactment” of the thoughts of past men
and women — was an attempted solution to the problem introduced by the first. Or,
put another way, it is our intention to demonstrate that much of the idealist

movement was predicated on an opposition to science engendered by the nomothetic

66 For a similar summary, see: John Tosh, The Pursuit of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in
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assumption. For if the nomothetic-deductive method was perceived to be the only
possible form for scientific knowledge, then one might either: attempt to treat history
in a nomothetic manner (and by so doing radically transform it), or, declare it to be
entirely independent from science and the explanatory requirements it imposed. The
idealists believed they were compelled by the failure of previous nomothetic
approaches to history to choose the latter. Their corresponding emphasis on mental
“re-enactment” can therefore be understood as an attempt to provide a separate
epistemology for the autonomous history which was the result. Historical autonomy,
in other words, was a proposition for which a plausible epistemic justification had to
be manufactured, rather than an epistemic system which had historical autonomy as a

necessary consequence.

Once again, it was Collingwood who would come to be most closely associated with
this position, coining in The Idea of History the now-classic distinction between the
“inside” and the “outside” of an event. Events in the natural world, according to
Collingwood, have only an “outside.” That is, they are purely the result of blind,
physical causes. Hurricanes, for instance, can have physical causes but no intentions
or motivations. The actions of human beings, however, not only have an “outside”
dimension, in that they involve physical events that materially impact the world, but
they also possess an “inside” — the intentions, motivations, thoughts, and feelings
that led the actor to choose to become the cause of said events. For Collingwood, it

was this “inside” dimension of events which was the proper focus for history:

The historian, investigating any event in the past, makes a distinction between
what may be called the outside and the inside of an event. By the outside of the
event I mean everything belonging to it which can be described in terms of bodies
and movements: the passage of Caesar... across a river called the Rubicon at one
date, or the spilling of his blood on the floor of the senate-house at another. By the
inside of the event, I mean that in it which can only be described in terms of
thought: Caesar's defiance of Republican law, or the clash of constitutional policy
between himself and his assassins... [The historian's] work may begin by
discovering the outside of the event, but it can never end there...*®

This, Collingwood argued, combined with the uniqueness of any historical event and
the vanished nature of the past (i.e.,, observation poverty), conspired to place the

subject matter of history completely beyond the reach of scientific methods. So much

so, in fact, that it should be concluded that historical knowledge was of a
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fundamentally different kind from that of the sciences.® It was through these kinds of
arguments that the idealist movement came to be associated with a staunch advocacy
of historical autonomy. For if one accepted this reasoning, it seemed safe to conclude
that history was not only unable to be understood scientifically, it was not
answerable at all to issues of scientific explanation. Scientific methods were quite
simply the wrong tools for the job at hand. Past failures to treat history scientifically —
such as those of Buckle and Comte — could be considered evidence of this. How then
were historians to probe the “inside” mental dimension of historical events if the

tools of science were inadequate? Collingwood answered this question as follows:

If then the historian has no direct or empirical knowledge of his facts, and no
transmitted or testimonial knowledge of them, what kind of knowledge has he: in
other words, what must the historian do in order that he may know them? My
historical review of the idea of history has resulted in the emergence of an answer
to this question: namely, that the historian must re-enact the past in his own
mind.”
The method Collingwood proposed for carrying out this re-enactment was for the
historian to “always remember that the event was an action, and that his main task is
to think himself into this action, to discern the thought of its agent.”” And it is this
process that has been called “empathy” or “re-enactment.””> Often hazily defined,
even by its advocates, empathy was seen as an intuitive, quasi-mystical process
without any clear methodological principles. Despite this, it was frequently
considered to be the basic epistemology of idealism.” And, as we shall see in Chapter
Two, it was primarily this ill-defined concept that was the target of the covering law
theorists — particularly Carl Hempel and Patrick Gardiner — who saw it as empirically
unsound and potentially able to justify almost any historical interpretation at all. For

the purposes of the current chapter, however, we will content ourselves with

pointing out that idealism was first and foremost a movement dedicated to opposing
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The Idea of History. pp.190-204.
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the application of scientific epistemology to history, and only secondarily involved
any positive assertions regarding historical epistemology. As evidence for this, we
will show that the arguments of some of those associated with the idealist position
almost always began with an attempt to argue that scientific epistemology could not
adequately address historical questions. This, it was claimed, demonstrated the
necessity of some alternative epistemology. The exact nature of that alternative was a
separate issue. Some, like Collingwood and his forerunner Benedetto Croce, favoured
the intuitive, empathic approach. Others, like Charles Beard and Carl Becker, were
less forthright, arguing for the role of the historian's imagination in the writing of
history but falling short of openly advocating empathy. Later still, W. H. Walsh
would abandon empathy entirely, while still claiming that his work on narrative and
the concept of “colligation” was “an attempt to find a plausible version of the Idealist
theory of history.”” If we are to look for coherence among those who have been
called Idealists in the pre-covering law philosophical landscape, therefore, it is in
their arguments with respect to historical autonomy that we are most likely to be

successful.

With respect to Collingwood himself, this link has largely been demonstrated
already. We have already encountered his nomothetic assumptions, and the
distortions they introduced into his assessment of J. B. Bury. Similarly, the broad
flavour of Collingwood's idealism is shown in the “inside” versus “outside”
distinction cited above. The only question remaining then, is to what degree his
nomothetic assumption influenced his assertions of historical autonomy. And here it
is significant that, as Collingwood develops his argument regarding the necessity of
empathy as a historical method, his very first rhetorical move is to stress the utter
hostility of human history to scientific methods. History, he argues, cannot have
anything to do with the sciences without ceasing to be history. Moreover, any attempt
to treat history with the methods of science had failed.” This was the problem to
which historical autonomy and a separate epistemology were the solution. But the

methods he ascribes to science are, of course, totally nomothetic:

... the historian need not and cannot (without ceasing to be an historian) emulate
the scientist in searching for the causes or laws of events. For science, the event is
discovered by perceiving it, and the further search for its cause is conducted by
assigning it to its class and determining the relation between that class and others.

74 W. H. Walsh, 'Colligatory Concepts in History,' in Patrick Gardiner (ed), The Philosophy of History.
Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1974. p.134.
75 Collingwood, The Idea of History. pp.205-209.
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For history, the object to be discovered is not the mere event, but the thought

expressed in it.”
This is to assume that scientific knowledge must be, in some sense, generalised
knowledge in order to be given the name “science.” And it is the impossibility of
doing this in history that Collingwood cites as evidence for history's uniqueness. “If,”
he writes, “by historical thinking, we already understand how and why Napoleon
established his ascendancy in revolutionary France, nothing is added to our
understanding of that process by the statement (however true) that similar things
have happened elsewhere.””” To this end, Collingwood attempted to devise an
epistemology for history which would investigate historical actors as unique
particulars. Collingwood still allowed historians to talk about causes, of course. But
the causes he held as historically valid were not only mental, but particularistic, and
thus (following from the nomothetic assumption) definitionally something other than
science.” This was the basis on which Collingwood based his historical epistemology,
and the problem to which his “re-enactment” was an attempted solution. With this in
mind then, let us turn to other examples of the nomothetic assumption driving the

idealist tenet of complete historical autonomy.

The Influence of Benedetto Croce

With respect to issues of historical autonomy and empathic methods, one of the most
influential figures in twentieth century idealism was the Italian philosopher and
historian Benedetto Croce. As a philosopher, Croce was instrumental in attempting to
provide philosophical justifications for the assertion of historical autonomy. Indeed,
Collingwood was greatly influenced by Croce, at one point writing: “Croce has...
vindicated the autonomy of history, its right to conduct its own business in its own
way, both against philosophy and against science.”” This seems a fair assessment, as
even a cursory analysis of Croce's philosophy of history reveals an almost maniacal

hostility toward the sciences:

Those who undertake the task of creating a new history always succeed in setting
up philological history against poetical history, or contemporary history against
both of them, and so on. Unless, indeed, as is the case with Buckle and the many
tiresome sociologists and positivists of the last ten years, they lament with great

76 Ibid., p.214.
77 Ibid., p.223.
78 Ibid., pp.214-215.
79 Ibid., p.201.
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pomposity and no less lack of intelligence as to what history is that it lacks the
capacity of observation and of experiment... boasting that they 'reduce history to
natural science' — that is to say, by the employment of a circle, as vicious as it is
grotesque, to a mental form which is its pale derivative.®
Croce went much further than merely advocating for the autonomy of history,
however. He also believed historical knowledge to be the most fundamental form of
all knowledge, to which even the sciences should be subordinate. For Croce,
philosophy was the history of philosophy — to truly understand something was to
understand its history.* This led Croce to his rather pointed hostility toward the
sciences and the respect they were accorded in epistemic matters. Indeed, in his 1917
critical appraisal of the state of historiography, History: Its Theory and Practice, Croce
wrote that science was “useless for true knowledge,”® and that it was history —
properly understood — that was better suited to truth, as well as being of potentially

greater practical use:

... once the indissoluble link between life and thought in history has been effected,
the doubts that have been expressed as to the certainty and the utility of history
disappear altogether in a moment. How could that which is a present producing of
our spirit ever be uncertain? How could that knowledge be useless which solves a
problem that has come forth from the bosom of life?*
Further to this, Croce argued, history in any such grand sense must necessarily be
something more than a mere appeal to documentary evidence. Central to Croce's
philosophy then, is a division between the raw chronicle — the events of the past as
established via documents, and the narrative which gathers them into an explanatory
historical account. Such accounts, Croce argued, required something more than mere
evidence to create. The additional ingredient, he claimed, was the imagination of the
historian. History, for Croce, was “principally an act of thought,” whereas mere
chronicle was “an act of will.”* And this “act of thought” was recognisably empathic

in nature:

How could there be a history of philosophy without the works or at least
fragments of the works of the philosophers? How could there be a history of a
sentiment or of a custom, for example that of Christian humility or of knightly
chivalry, without the capacity for living again, or rather without an actual living
again of these particular states of the human soul?®

80 Benedetto Croce, History: Its Theory and Practice. Douglas Ainslie (trans). Russell & Russell: New
York, 1960. p.46.
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Indeed, the very “condition of [history's] existence,” Croce claimed, “is that the deed
of which the history is told must vibrate in the soul of the historian.”* Of the exact
nature of this vibration or “living again,” however, Croce was somewhat vague. Nor
did he offer any practical guidance as to how the historian keen to follow him might

cultivate such vibrations.

And so we encounter in Croce these two central tenets of idealism — the necessity of
empathy (in the sense of mental/spiritual re-enactment), and a hostility toward the
sciences. And while neither was originated by Croce, it was Croce that offered them
up to the twentieth century, in a form severely critical of their nineteenth century
implementations.” Both of these ideas, however, carried within them a perception of
scientific antithesis tainted by the nomothetic assumption. While Croce's engagement
with the actual arguments of those who espoused “scientific” history was scattershot
and vague, only rarely rising above mere condescension, Croce did clearly perceive
an oft-overlooked relationship between speculative histories (whether theological or
metaphysical), and the naturalistic/positivist strain that succeeded them, and

grouped them together under the single epithet of “universal” history:

Universal history really tries to form a picture of all the things that have happened
to the human race, from its origins upon the earth to the present moment. Indeed,
it claims to do this from the origin of things, or the creation, to the end of the
world, since it would not otherwise be truly universal. Hence its tendency to fill
the abysses of prehistory with theological or naturalistic fictions and to trace
somehow the future, either with revelations and prophecies, as in Christian
universal history... or with previsions, as in the universal histories of positivism,
democratism, and socialism.®

This is an extremely useful insight, and yet, because of it, Croce's treatment of the
relationship between “universal history” and his own conceptions of historical
knowledge did not specifically address the claims of those who argued for a scientific
history (at least in the positivistic sense of causal laws). Instead, he merely
emphasised their connection with the grand philosophical structures of thinkers like

86 Ibid., p.12.

87 It might be noted here that the empathic methods of Croce and Collingwood were anticipated
somewhat by Dilthey's concept of Verstehen. Unlike Croce and Collingwood, however, Dilthey
ultimately wished to somehow fully integrate this concept into the sciences, rather than holding it
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reunderstanding of what is singular can be raised to objectivity.” See: Wilhelm Dilthey, 'The Rise of
Hermeneutics (1900)," in Wilhelm Dilthey, Selected Works, Volume Four: Hermeneutics and the Study of
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Hegel, and summarily dismissed their claims of universality as essentially
theological, with naturalism - rather than any particular God or

philosophical / metaphysical precept — as the organising principle:

Whoever pays attention to all these and other resemblances which we could
enumerate must conclude that positivism is to romanticism as was the
enlightenment to the Renaissance — that is to say, it is not so much its antithesis as
it is the logical prosecution and the exaggeration of its presuppositions. Even its
final conversion into theology corresponds to that of romanticism. This is for the
rest an obvious matter, for transcendency is always transcendency, whether it be
thought of as that of a God or of reason, of nature or of matter.¥
This was the extent of Croce's substantive engagement with the arguments of the
positivists. Viewing the school of thought as a historically conditioned corruption of
the similar systematising impulses of more Romantically aligned thinkers, such as
Vico and Hegel, he dismissed it. And yet the manner of this dismissal is instructive.
For, as Croce observed, a truly “universal” history must try to “form a picture of all
the things that have happened to the human race, from its origins... to the present
moment.” But if such a history were truly universal, then that understanding ought
to be able to transferred into the future, allowing it to be predicted. Thus no truly
universal history could be concerned only with the past.® As no attempt to treat
history nomothetically had been able to actually accomplish such a goal, it could be
concluded that there had either not yet been any truly universal histories, or that
such a thing was impossible. Regardless of which of these might have been the case,
Croce argued that the form of such a history was starkly at odds with the kinds of
questions that historians tend to be concerned with, and that an emphasis on
pursuing the study of history in such a manner would likely destroy history as a
discipline. Moreover, Croce's specific identification of universality — and more
importantly prediction — with positivism strongly suggests that his understanding of

science was underwritten by the nomothetic assumption.

There is evidence in the Theory and Practice however, that, regardless of what he
himself thought of it, Croce considered this particular nomothetic delusion
widespread among historians, opining that “the echo of the noise they made in the
world has not yet ceased, and that “everywhere traces of their influence” could be

seen.”” This conviction that positivism in history was, or had recently been,

89 Ibid., p.305.
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widespread was a sentiment that was still being echoed, as we have already seen, by
Collingwood in 1946.” Regardless of the validity of this tacit claim that positivism
was an all-consuming juggernaut, Croce's fierce advocacy of the autonomy and
dignity of history proved highly influential among other early twentieth century
historians concerned at the perceived encroachment of science into their discipline.
What Croce's work did not do however, was engage with the substance of the
scientific reasoning behind the positivist position. Nor did it say much of the
methods by which history ought to be practised beyond vague exhortations
regarding intuition and imagination. Thus, those influenced by him were free to
substitute their own (usually inadequate) understandings of a scientific position that
Croce had told them they were diametrically opposed to. For example, the scholar
Charles A. Beard, despite being more relativistically inclined pragmatist than

Romantic idealist, was nevertheless convinced by much of Croce's rhetoric.”

Charles A. Beard

Beard, along with Carl L. Becker, represented the vanguard of a reaction by the
American historical community against the “scientific” conceit of total objectivity
they perceived as obsolete, yet still largely dominant, within the practice of history.
Both men were — following Croce — exponents of a more relativistic approach that,
instead of supposedly “letting facts speak for themselves,” emphasised the
constructed element of historical facts, and the role of the historian (as well as the
time and/or culture in which they operated) in that construction. As Becker, in his

paper 'What Are Historical Facts?,* argued:

What is it that leads one historian to make, out of all the possible true affirmations
about the given event, certain affirmations and not others? Why, the purpose he
has in his mind will determine the precise meaning which he derives from the
event. The event itself, the facts, do not say anything, do not impose any meaning.
It is the historian who speaks, who imposes a meaning.”

Beard, for his part in this argument, used no less visible a medium than his 1933

92 While the influence of actual positivists has been more realistically assessed by more modern
scholars. See: Christopher Parker, 'English Historians and the Opposition to Positivism,' History and
Theory. Vol. 22, No. 2 (May 1983). pp.120-145.

93 For more on the direct influence Croce had on Beard, see: Ellen Nore, 'Charles A. Beard's Act of
Faith: Context and Content," The Journal of American History. Vol. 66, No. 4 (March, 1980). p.852,856.

94 This paper was delivered in 1926, but not published until 1955. See: Carl L. Becker, 'What Are
Historical Facts?,' The Western Political Quartlerly, Vol. 8, No. 3 (September 1955). pp.327-340.

95 Becker, 'What Are Historical Facts?,' p.335.
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presidential address to the American Historical Association® to question the

definitions and operating assumptions of the discipline:

What is this manifestation of omniscience called history? It is, as Croce says,
contemporary thought about the past. History as past actuality includes, to be
sure, all that has been done, said, felt, and thought by human beings on this planet
since humanity began its long career. History as record embraces the monuments,
documents, and symbols which provide such knowledge as we have or can find
respecting past actuality. But it is history as thought, not as actuality, record, or
specific knowledge, that is really meant when the term history is used in its widest
and most general significance. It is thought about past actuality, instructed and
delimited by history as record and knowledge - record and knowledge
authenticated by criticism and ordered with the help of the scientific method.”
While this is certainly a Crocean perspective — placing primacy as it does on human
cognition and the role of the historian's imagination in the recovery of the past — it
can also be seen that Beard was not as sceptical as Croce regarding the utilisation of
what he terms “the scientific method.” Yet, later in the same address, Beard alleges
that the “intellectual formulas borrowed from natural science” had “cramped and

distorted the operations of history as thought.”*

This apparent tension between endorsement and condemnation of science, seems
incongruous, and indeed it is. This has been remarked upon before. Hans Meyerhoff,
for instance, in his introduction to a reproduction of Beard's address, argues that this
“curious wavering between a criticism of scientific conceptions in history, on the one
hand, and the final endorsement of the scientific method, on the other” is the “most
significant contribution” of the article, and that Beard, “never reached a satisfactory
middle ground between his polemics against the pretensions of the scientific method
in history and his awareness that some standards of truth and objectivity are
necessary in order to be a responsible historian.”* Peter Novick, in his classic That
Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession, also
notices this tension — albeit in passing — arguing that Beard, “clung to a distinction
between the allegedly direct and immediate observations of the natural scientist, and

what the historian saw through a glass darkly, privileging the former.”'® Neither

96 Charles A. Beard, 'Written History as an Act of Faith," The American Historical Review. Vol. 39, No. 2
(January 1934). pp.219-231.

97 Ibid., p.219.

98 Ibid., p.222.

99 Hans Meyerhoff, 'Introduction to Charles A. Beard's 'Written History as an Act of Faith," in Hans
Meyerhoff (ed), The Philosophy of History in Our Time: An Anthology. Doubleday / Anchor: New York,
1957. p.138.

100 Pe’texP Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession.
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1988. p.278.

61



author, however, offers any explanation for this tension other than tacitly ascribing it
to Beard's own confusions, whatever form they might have taken. We, on the other
hand, are in a position to do somewhat better. For it would be more accurate to say
that Beard's confusion was the result of a nomothetic assumption about the nature of
science, and that the failure of Meyerhoff and Novick to realise this is due to their
blindness to the existence of that assumption. Indeed, hints to this effect are abundant
throughout Beard's presidential address. Immediately after his assertion that the
desire to ape science had “cramped and distorted the operations of history,” for
instance, Beard argues that this desire had taken two distinct forms — that of physics,

and that of biology:

The first of these [the physical] rests upon what may be called, for convenience,
the assumption of causation: everything that happens in the world of human
affairs is determined by antecedent occurrences, and events of history are the
illustrations or data of laws to be discovered, laws such as are found in
hydraulics.””
Of this physical conceit, Beard argued that while “no historian has ever been able to
array the fullness of history as actuality in any such deterministic order,” the mere
assumption that it was even possible had acted to mislead the Western historical
community. Further to this, those historians who had concerned themselves with this
task had failed to comprehend the conceptual flaws within it, attributing “any

shortcomings in result to the inadequacy of their known data, not to the falsity of the

assumption on which they have been operating.”'” He continued:

Undiscouraged by their inability to bring all history within a single law, such as
the law of gravitation, they have gone on working in the belief that the Newtonian
trick will be turned some time, if the scientific method is applied long and
rigorously enough and facts are heaped up high enough...'®
This then is the nomothetic assumption once again espoused — the definition of
science as the identification of the “laws” which governed the operation of the
universe, and the accompanying implicit assumption that such laws represent total
explanation of the phenomena that are consequences of them. Beard's statement then,
offers some insight into how he thought about science, although it alone does not
amount to an explicit endorsement of the nomothetic view. All Beard is really saying
here is that the physics model had been shown to be inappropriate for history. This

view of the relationship between science and history is qualified somewhat by Beards
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assessment of the second form by which he alleged history had attempted to imitate

the natural sciences — the biological:

Growing rightly suspicious of this procedure in physico-historiography, a number
of historians, still bent on servitude to natural science, turned from physics to
biology. The difficulties and failures involved in all efforts to arrange the
occurrences of history in a neat system of historical mechanics were evident to
them. But on the other side, the achievements of the Darwinians were impressive.
If the totality of history could not be brought into a deterministic system without
doing violence to historical knowledge; perhaps the biological analogy of the
organism could be applied... So under the biological analogy, history was
conceived as a succession of cultural organisms rising, growing, competing, and
declining.'™
This view has the advantage of acknowledging the impact of Darwin on the
philosophy of science and tacitly recognises the resulting movement away — if only in
practice rather than theory — from a strictly mechanistic, law-bound view of science.
This is an acknowledgement not seen in Croce or Collingwood, and, to that extent,
represents a better awareness (if not understanding) of the state of then-current
scientific thought on Beard's part. Yet this picture, while recognising the change
Darwin (among others) had wrought in scientific practice, fails to adequately
recognise what was truly important about that change. For Beard goes on to implicate
this biological approach as sharing the same flaws by which he dismissed the
“physical,” and thus claims to have achieved a reduction of the “Darwinian” view to
the same crude determinism. “The organismic theory of history,” he claimed, “is
really the old determinism of physics covered with murky words.” Thus both
approaches are essentially the same, and turn “finally upon the applicability of the
deterministic sequence.”’® And it was exactly this that Beard considered the very

definition of science when he came, later in his address, to address that issue directly:

Natural science in a strict sense, as distinguished from mere knowledge of facts,
can discover system and law only when occurrences are in reality arranged
objectively in deterministic sequences. It can describe these sequences and draw
from them laws, so-called. From a given number of the occurrences in any such
sequence, science can predict what will happen when the remainder appear.'®

This then, is as clear and unambiguous an illustration of Beard's nomothetic
assumption regarding science as one might find in any of his writings. In this view,

whether one follows the physical or the biological model is of no consequence, as the
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essential nature/problem of each is the same. Both resolve into a deterministic
assumption of cause and effect that (in a conflation similar to that seen with
Trevelyan and Collingwood's reading of Bury) Beard translated into a nomothetic
assumption of the necessity of law, making a leap that presumably seemed self-
evident. So, while Beard endorsed a “scientific method” in history which (although
he did not explicitly define it) he claimed as the “only method that can be employed
in obtaining accurate knowledge of historical facts, personalities, situations, and
movements,” his identification of a nomothetic model with science as a whole caused
him to reject the possibility of a scientific history.'”” If a science of history in this sense

were possible, he argued:

... it would, like the science of celestial mechanics, make possible the calculable
prediction of the future in history. It would bring the totality of historical
occurrences within a single field and reveal the unfolding future to its last end,
including all the apparent choices made and to be made. It would be omniscience.
The creator of it would possess the attributes ascribed by the theologians to God.'®
To state such a case, Beard argued, “is to dispose of it.”'® If history could not predict
the future — like “celestial mechanics” — from a handful of universal, unchanging
laws, then it was not truly a science. All that was left of the scientific position worth
defending then, was an ill-defined “scientific method” which was, in Beard's hands,
largely a shorthand for the standards of evidence and source criticism held over from
the Rankean practice of the American historical community.”® From this it seems
reasonable to conclude that this was the source of the confusion remarked upon by
both Meyerhoff and Novick. Because Beard defined even post-Darwinian science in

this exclusively nomothetic sense, he therefore considered science and historically

fundamentally incompatible — at least in terms of their aims, if not their methods.

Carl L. Becker

Carl Becker, by contrast, did not treat as extensively of science as Beard did, and so
his thinking on the subject cannot be inferred in anything like the above level of
detail. It has been shown, however, that Becker was — like Beard — influenced in his

historical relativism by Benedetto Croce." In addition to this, there are hints
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regarding his attitude toward scientific history scattered throughout his works. For
example, in his own presidential address to the American Historical Association in
1931, entitled 'Everyman His Own Historian,'"* Becker expressed considerable
concern at the possibility of the true nature of history being “camouflaged by the
disfiguring jargon of science.”"® This famed speech, however, was primarily an
endorsement of historical relativism concerned with the reduction of history to “its
lowest terms,” as one would reduce a mathematical fraction. This reduction Becker
claimed to have achieved in his definition of history as “the memory of things said

and done.”"*

Focusing on the term “memory” in this definition, Becker devoted the
bulk of his address to articulating the methods by which human cognition “creates”
history and to the role of the present in shaping interpretations of the past. While
these are classic Crocean idealist concerns carried over into the American
pragmatist/relativist traditions, Becker had less to say in 'Everyman' about his own
views on the relationship between history and science, other than to hint at his

dissatisfaction with the “scientific history” of the previous century:

To establish the facts is always in order, and is indeed the first duty of the
historian; but to suppose that the facts, once established in all their fullness, will
'speak for themselves' is an illusion. It was perhaps peculiarly the illusion of those
historians of the last century who found some special magic in the word
'scientific.' The scientific historian, it seems, was one who set forth the facts
without injecting any extraneous meaning into them."*
So Becker's understanding of science (at least as it applied to history) appears to have
been less concerned with the generalising impulse than Beard's, hinging instead on
claims of objectivity — a specific conceit he ascribes to the “scientific historians” of the
nineteenth century. Indeed, musings on the twin questions of objectivity in history
and the nature of historical “facts” make up the bulk of Becker's reflective writings

on the subject. Thus, while Becker often sought to contrast the pretensions of
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objectivity in history with that of the natural sciences, he does not dwell at length
upon the nature of the latter. In his early (1910) paper 'Detachment and the Writing of
History,"® however, in a discussion of the “synthesis” of the facts of history into a

coherent historical account, Becker offers a hint as to his thinking on the subject:

The problem of synthesis is, indeed, not to record exactly what happened, but by
simplification to convey an intelligible meaning of what happened.... This
necessary simplification may be achieved, I suppose, in one of two ways: by
classification in terms of common qualities, or by grouping in terms of concrete
relations. Comparing what is related of all kings... the historian may find that all
kings have been crowned. This quality common to all kings is then reduced to a
single statement, “all kings are crowned.” This is the method of the natural
sciences, and of sociology as well. Certainly, it is a method well worth while; but,
as we are all are agreed that history is not sociology, it cannot be the method of the
historian."”

This then would appear to be a tacit statement of the scientific “method” as directed

toward the articulation of generalisations and laws. Becker goes on to place such a

vision of science in direct opposition to history:

The sociologist has simplified by combining particular facts in a generalization,
from which any one can deduce again the particular fact, and no other. The
historian has simplified by selecting, from a number of particular facts, certain
facts which he considers most important to be known."®
“It seems, then,” Becker concludes, “that the great point in historical synthesis is
selection.”™ This was the epistemological gap between history and the sciences into
which Becker sought to drive his relativist wedge. For, if the historical method relies
on selection, then that selection must be made by the historian, involving them (and
their personal and cultural biases) in the process of history. This opens up the
conceptual space required for the relativist critique. To be fair, Becker does not
completely absolve the sciences of this same relativism, but it seems to be Becker's
perception that the generalising method hinted at above insulates them from its full
force, if only because of a lesser ambiguity in their subject matter.’® Thus, Becker's
entire argument regarding the peculiar nature of history can be understood as being
predicated upon this assumed fundamental difference between history and science —

a difference made possible by the nomothetic assumption.
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One thing that must be remembered, given the overall objectives of this thesis, is that
the objections raised by these idealist authors against history being treated as a
science were entirely accurate — if one accepted the definition of science used to derive
them. Their error, as has been seen in the examples offered so far, was in equating
science in the narrow nomothetic sense (a model derived from the Newtonian,
mechanistic worldview) with science as a whole. In Part Two, we will show that this
view is dangerously myopic, and that its dissolution goes a long way to allowing the
age-old history/science problem to finally be resolved. Yet, knowing of this error
does not diminish the weight of their arguments against the narrow target at which
they were aimed — the study of history as oriented toward a search for the “laws of
history.” The fact remained that all attempts to search for and isolate laws of history
which might serve as the historical analogue of laws in physics had been failures.
This, combined with the belief that laws were the only permissible form of scientific
knowledge, had instilled in the idealists a firm belief in the autonomy of history —
whatever epistemic mechanism they subsequently advocated. In the wake of the
idealist critique then, those who would defend the essential premise of natural laws
as being the most fundamental form that knowledge in any field could take, would
have to either counter these idealist arguments directly, or modify their underlying
thesis in order to accommodate them. It was the desire to do both that gave rise to
perhaps the most controversial idea in the history of the philosophy of history — the
“covering law” model offered by the philosophers of science Karl Popper and Carl

Hempel.

The Covering Law Thesis, or: Laws of History versus Laws in History

At its simplest, the primary aim of the covering law model was to defend the notion
that there was only one legitimate mode of explanation — the scientific. And that
scientific mode of explanation could likewise take only one legitimate form -
deduction from nomothetic laws. Thus Popper and Hempel were not prepared to
allow a plurality of knowledge-producing disciplines. For them, all knowledge — or
all real knowledge — had to be somehow derivable from laws. This led both men to
argue vehemently against not only historical autonomy, but the autonomy of any
discipline which purported to generate real knowledge by means of some non-

nomothetic epistemology. Because of this, they were also motivated to attack the
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empirically questionable epistemology of empathy which underwrote much of the
idealist vision of historical knowledge. The covering law thesis thus represented the
first major collision of the philosophy of science and the philosophy of history. For
Popper and Hempel (and some subsequent philosophers such as Patrick Gardiner)
believed that the central arguments of idealism — that the past is unrepeatable, too
complex, or too concerned with human thought processes to be treated scientifically
— had to be decisively rejected if history hoped to represent any kind of respectable
knowledge. With “respectable” in this context being intended as a synonym for
“scientific,” and “scientific” being a synonym for the discovery and deployment of
general laws. And this, they argued, was really only possible in the light of a radical
re-orientation of historical theory and practice. It is thus interesting to note that both
the early idealists and the covering lawyers shared the fundamental nomothetic
assumption that laws were the incontestable basis of science. However, where the
idealists saw this — when coupled with history's failure to either explicitly produce
and/or consume laws — as proof of history's autonomy, the covering lawyers saw it
as a mark of an immature discipline. Likewise, all subsequent arguments from
complexity, unrepeatability, and human mental causation were seen as little more
than post facto rationalisations advanced to avoid that conclusion. For the purposes of
this thesis, the preceding sketch of some of the key positions of idealism and the
nomothetic assumptions which have underwritten them should be understood as
providing necessary context for the arrival of covering law theory. For the discussion
surrounding this influential theory almost immediately came to utterly dominate

mid-twentieth century philosophy of history.

But this is to momentarily get ahead of ourselves. For the covering law model was, at
least initially, an attempt to move away from the by-then indefensible idea that one
could — through a radical re-imagining of historical method — identify the “laws” of
which all of observed (and future) history were merely the consequences. Popper and
Hempel instead attempted to focus on the linkage of historical explanations as they
were traditionally understood to other general laws of nature. This is the subtle but
crucial distinction between laws of history and laws in history. Thus, mid-twentieth
century covering law theory was, in a sense, designed to save the idea of laws from
an idealist point of view that had drawn considerable intellectual justification from
the disappointments of law-seeking positivist authors like Henry Thomas Buckle and

Auguste Comte. This idea of sublimating laws in order to enable the wider
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application of a nomothetic model seems to have first surfaced as part of a general
theory of explanation in the German text of what was later to become Karl Popper's
The Logic of Scientific Discovery, published as Logik der Forschung in 1934.' Later, in

122

The Open Society and its Enemies,” he briefly offered an explanation of the idea as it

might relate to disciplines such as history:

To give a causal explanation of a certain event means to derive deductively a
statement (it will be called a prognosis) which describes that event, using as
premises of the deduction some universal laws together with certain singular or
specific sentences which we may call initial conditions.... The initial conditions (or
more precisely, the situation described by them) are usually spoken of as the cause
of the event in question, and the prognosis (or rather, the event described by the
prognosis) as the effect...'”
Note the compatibility of this statement with the pure Newtonian view of science —
the predominant source of (and argument for) the nomothetic-deductive model. In
that view, for instance, the future position of any planet relative to the Earth could be
calculated (or “explained,” in Popper's terminology) from two pieces of information:
its present position, and the laws that describe its motion. Thus, by Popper's above
argument, its position on Christmas Day one hundred years from now is “explained”
by the twin facts that it was in one particular position on the day of the calculation
and that it, as an object, obeys certain laws. This same explanation however, is also a
prediction, given that the event it seeks to explain lies in the future. Since it was — as
Popper himself later argued at length in The Poverty of Historicism'** — emphatically
not the purpose of history to attempt to predict the future, Popper's case for applying
this model to history therefore hinged on his assertion of the essential logical unity of
prediction, confirmation, and explanation. In other words, Popper argued, “the use
of a theory for the purpose of predicting some specific event is just another aspect of
its use for the purpose of explaining such an event.”'® That is to say — usage matters.
“Whether we use a theory for the purpose of explanation, or prediction, or of
testing,” Popper wrote, “depends on our interest, and on what propositions we take

as given or assumed.”'*

Assuming the truth of this premise led Popper to draw a three-fold theoretical

121 Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery. Hutchinson & Co.: London, 1959.
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the Aftermath. Revised 3™ Edition. Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1952.
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125 Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Volume II. pp.262-263.
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distinction between scientific disciplines, based on what “aspect” of explanation was
required. His primary distinction was between what he termed “historical sciences”
and “generalising sciences.” The “generalising sciences,” he further subdivided into
“pure” and “applied.” Pure generalising sciences, like physics, sought to use specific
cases in order to establish universal laws. These laws could then be extended to cover
cases yet unexamined. By contrast, applied generalising sciences, such as
engineering, did not seek to discover new laws, but to use existing laws for prediction
and the control of nature. The third category — which conceivably included history —
were the “historical sciences,” which were interested in the explanation of specific
events. Since historical sciences were not interested in prediction, Popper reasoned,
and because the use of historical data to formulate laws was largely unreliable, this
category of sciences must operate under a different relationship to general laws.' To
this end, Popper argued, rather than formulate or test laws the historical sciences
must “take them for granted.”'* In other words, while the form of explanation in the
historical sciences still depends upon general laws that can link the general to the
specific, these are not required to be stated explicitly. Instead, the laws lie implicit
behind the statements, functioning as unseen epistemological guarantors of the
claims being made. This can be allowed, Popper argued, because the historical
sciences are typically limited to the explanation of single specific events. Without any
intent to link multiple specific events together through generalisation, there is simply
no need for the underlying laws to be brought into the foreground. This addresses the
idealist argument that history could not be made scientific because history is the
study of the unique particular, and science the general. That might be so, argues
Popper, but that alone does not represent evidence that history is somehow inherently

unscientific or otherwise beyond the reach of “laws of nature.” ¥

From this we can see that while Popper retained his positivist conviction that
explanation in terms of general laws of nature are the only properly legitimate form
of knowledge, he conceded the point that the reduction of knowledge in all areas of
enquiry to a handful of laws specific to that discipline was not always possible. Yet,
Popper argues, universal laws of some kind are still involved at some point. Thus, key
idealist criticisms regarding previous failures of the nomothetic method are

answered, and the assumption of a purely nomothetic science preserved. Overall,

127 Ibid., pp.263-264.

128 Ibid., p.262. See also p.264. of the same work: “... as a rule, if we are interested in specific events
and their explanation, we take for granted all the many universal laws which we need.”

129 Ibid., pp.264-265.
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this is an analysis that is very difficult to fault. Certainly, it avoids the undesirable
requirement for the separation of knowledge-generating disciplines into
incommensurable epistemic domains. It is not clear, however, that Popper's
concession actually solves any real problems of historical explanation. To know that, at
some level, we must encounter laws of nature which can underwrite and legitimise
our historical explanations is likely to be of little help in many practical questions of
historical explanation. For that level might be a great distance (theoretically
speaking) from our area of interest, thus making it very difficult to leverage. We
might be absolutely certain that the laws of quantum mechanics lie at the root of the
attempted coup d'etat in the Soviet Union in the August of 1991 and so could
legitimately be called its cause. But merely stating this (i.e., taking the laws involved

for granted) does not explain the event.

Carl Hempel's formulation of the covering law theory, however, was a good deal less
forgiving. The same basic ideas we encounter in Popper are present in Hempel's
work, but are much more fully developed. More importantly, they are formulated
with specific reference to human history (as opposed to Popper's much more general
“historical sciences”). From the opening lines of his influential 1942 paper 'The
Function of General Laws in History,"* Hempel made quite clear his viewpoint on

both science and the claim of idealistic history to exist outside of it:

It is a rather widely held opinion that history, in contradistinction to the so-called
physical sciences, is concerned with the description of particular events of the past
rather than with the search for general laws which might govern those events. As
a characterization of the type of problem in which some historians are mainly
interested, this view probably cannot be denied; as a statement of the theoretical
function of general laws in scientific historical research, it is certainly
unacceptable.™
Immediately obvious in Hempel's paper then, are concerns similar to those seen in
Popper's work. Both authors, for example, appear to be less concerned with directly
countering the argument for the particularity of history than with countering those
who would deploy that particularity as an argument against the positivist doctrinal
assertion of the logical unity of explanation under a single (nomothetic) model. As
William Dray has argued in his own considerations of covering law theory: “it is

generally part of the purpose of advocates of the [nomothetic] model to vindicate the

130 Carl G. Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws in History,' The Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 39, No. 2
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'scientific’ character of history — or, perhaps more accurately, to forestall the
conclusion that history may operate successfully with procedures and criteria of its
own.” This is also made clear by Hempel's subsequent assertion that general laws
have “analogous functions” in both history and natural science, as well as
constituting “the common basis of various procedures which are often considered as
characteristic of the social in contradistinction to the natural sciences.” ** Indeed, later

in the same article, he states:

We have tried to show that in history no less than in any other branch of empirical
inquiry, scientific explanation can be achieved only by means of suitable general
hypotheses, or by theories, which are bodies of systematically related hypotheses.
This thesis is clearly in contrast with the familiar view that genuine explanation in
history is obtained by a method which characteristically distinguishes the social
from the natural sciences, namely, the method of empathetic understanding...”*
Contained within this claim, however, is the assertion that explanation in any field
had to reduce to laws in some way in order to be called scientific — or even an
explanation. Clearly Hempel was, like Popper, deeply committed not only to the
scientific character of all explanation (and therefore knowledge), but also to an
assumption of the purely nomothetic character of that knowledge. As Hempel

remarked in a later defence of his ideas:

... the nature of understanding, in the sense in which explanation is meant to give
us an understanding of empirical phenomena, is basically the same in all areas of
scientific inquiry... the deductive and probabilistic model of nomological
explanation accommodate vastly more than just the explanatory arguments of, say,
classical mechanics: in particular, they accord well also with the character of
explanations that deal with the influence of rational deliberation, of conscious and
subconscious motives, and of ideas and ideals on the shaping of historical events.
In so doing, our schemata exhibit, I think, one important aspect of the
methodological unity of all empirical science.'*

In this light, the ideological commitments of both authors seem clear. Both Hempel
and Popper were defending the argument that all disciplines permitting of any sort
of empirical treatment should be reducible to scientific explanation. This is the
“methodological unity” Hempel speaks of. All other forms of explanation — whether

empathic, theological, intuitionist, or derived from any other epistemological system

— were mere sophistry. More importantly, both authors very explicitly defined the
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character of that scientific discourse in exclusively nomothetic terms. Indeed, their
nomothetic assumptions were less the tacit expression of received wisdom (as seen in
the authors already examined) than consciously adopted and staunchly defended
positions. From this it follows that, in order to uphold this “methodological unity”
argument, both authors were required to find a way to logically tie universal laws to
history, or else their positions would become untenable.’® Therefore, it is not
surprising that the bulk of both Popper and Hempel's work on the subject of
historical explanation was directed towards the searching out and justifying of
examples in which such explanations could be seen as flowing from general laws.
With this in mind, Hempel argued for the role of general law in explanation as

follows:

The main function of general laws in the natural sciences is to connect events in
patterns which are usually referred to as explanation and prediction.... The
explanation of the occurrence of an event of some specific kind E at a certain place
and time consists, as it is usually expressed, in indicating the causes or
determining factors of E. Now the assertion that a set of events — say, of the kinds
Ci, C,,..., C, — have caused the event to be explained, amounts to the statement
that, according to general laws, a set of events of the kinds mentioned is regularly
accompanied by an event of kind E. Thus, the scientific explanation of the event in
question consists of

(1) a set of statements asserting the occurrence of certain events C;,... C, at

certain times and places,

(2) a set of universal hypotheses, such that

(a) the statements of both groups are reasonably well confirmed by

empirical evidence,

(b) from the two groups of statements the sentence asserting the occurrence

of event E can be logically deduced.
In a physical explanation, group (1) would describe the initial and boundary
conditions for the occurrence of the final event; generally, we shall say that group
(1) states the determining conditions for the event to be explained, while group (2)
contains the general laws on which the explanation is based...'”

This is a vision of explanation in which explicit logical links to “universal
hypotheses” are required in order to consider anything explained at all. Hempel, in

other words, was considerably less willing than Popper to let laws be simply taken

136 Note however, that this did not mean a commitment to finding specifically historical laws. This is
the difference between laws of history and laws in history. Indeed, Hempel explicitly declared
agnosticism with respect to this notion: “The considerations developed in this paper are entirely
neutral with respect to the problem of “specifically historical laws”: they do not presuppose a
particular way of distinguishing historical from sociological and other laws, nor do they imply or
deny the assumption that empirical laws can be found which are historical in some specific sense,
and which are well confirmed by empirical evidence.” See: Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws
in History,' p.47. (emphasis in original). Popper also made this point: “This view of history makes it
clear why so many students of history and its method insist that it is the particular event that
interests them, and not any so-called universal historical laws. For from our point of view, there
can be no historical laws.” See: Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Volume II. p.264.
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for granted. Consider Hempel's example of the fracturing of a car radiator in cold
weather. In order to “explain” this (in the technical sense of the term), Hempel
argued, one needed to state the initial and boundary conditions (group 1) — the car
was left exposed overnight, the radiator was made of iron, the ranges of temperature
fluctuation for the time period concerned, and so on. To these conditions, the relevant
general laws must be added — water freezes when temperatures drop below zero
degrees (at sea level), water expands when it freezes, etc. The evaluation of the initial
“group (1)” conditions against the general laws of “group (2)” then allows the
deduction of the logical necessity of a fractured radiator. This is Hempel's generalised

form of scientific explanation.'*®

While both Popper and Hempel offered their law-based models of explanation in a
way they believed was sufficiently generalised to consistently cover history as well as
science, there was no doubt that it set the bar of what constituted a legitimate
explanation extremely high. Certainly, disciplines like physics and chemistry might
recognise themselves in covering law theory — but could such a model adequately
cover actual historical explanations? Moreover, if such a model of science could really
count history as among its own (without compromising its nomothetic
commitments), then why had historical explanation not already taken such a form by
the twentieth century? This was especially perplexing given the power the
nomothetic method had already displayed in other disciplines. Hempel believed the
answer to this question lay in the sheer complexity of interactions historical

explanations would be required to account for:

What is sometimes called the complete description of an individual event (such as
the earthquake of San Francisco in 1906 or the assassination of Julius Caesar)
would require a statement of all the properties exhibited by the spatial region or
the individual object involved, for the period of time occupied by the event in
question. Such a task can never be completely accomplished.... A fortiori, it is
impossible to give a complete explanation of an individual event in the sense of
accounting for all its characteristics by means of universal hypotheses, although
the explanation of what happened at a specified place and time may gradually be
made more and more specific and comprehensive.... But there is no difference, in
this respect, between history and the natural sciences: both can give an account of
their subject-matter only in terms of general concepts, and history can “grasp the
unique individuality” of its objects of study no more and no less than can physics
or chemistry."

But even in the face of this complexity and the obvious difficulties of practical
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application, Hempel remained unwilling to allow laws to be taken “for granted,” as
Popper had. For Hempel, any explanations which did not adhere to the strict terms
of his nomothetic-deductive model were to be considered “explanation sketches,”
which consisted of “a more or less vague indication of the laws and initial conditions
considered as relevant,” which “needs 'filling out' in order to turn into a full-fledged
explanation.”'® That is, no explanation could be given — or even merely sketched —
without some sense being given of how the linkage between general law and specific
case might be accomplished. With respect to the practical difficulties of applying
such a thoroughly nomothetic model to history, Popper was also forced to concede a

similar point:

And our view explains why, in history, we are confronted, much more than in the
generalizing sciences, with the problem of its 'infinite subject matter." For the
theories or universal laws of generalizing science introduce unity as well as a
'point of view'; they create, for every generalizing science, its problems, and its
centres of interest as well as of research, of logical construction, and of
presentation. But in history we have no such unifying theories; or, rather, the host
of trivial universal laws we use are taken for granted; they are practically without
interest, and totally unable to bring order to the subject matter.™*!
In other words, a greater deal of precision becomes possible as the constraints of time
and space are narrowed. Since history frequently deals in such large swathes of both,
however, it is necessarily less precise than, say, physics. But the underlying form of
knowledge with which both history and science must work is identical. This is a
positivistic view of the relationship between history and science in stark contrast
with the understanding of, for instance, Beard, who believed that if a scientific
treatment of history were possible, it would allow “the calculable prediction of the
future in history” and thus amount to “omniscience.”'*? Both Popper and Hempel
were saying that this was clearly not the case. But while there may not be any
universal laws of history, they cautioned, there were certainly laws in history. The
linkage between those laws and the events of history in which historians were
interested might be long and difficult, but it was there. And for Popper and Hempel,

that was enough.

The essential Popper/Hempel thesis was an important advance over the naive
nomothetic positivism so reviled by Collingwood and other idealists in two main

ways. First, because it removed the requirement for historians who wished to be
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“scientific” to generate specifically historical laws. And second, because it allowed
history the freedom to investigate and attempt to explain the specific and the
particular, which had been denied to it under the nineteenth century vision of
positivism advocated by historical law-seekers like Comte and Buckle. Under their
view of “scientific history,” the particular was only of interest as evidence in support
of the historical laws which were the actual aim of the enterprise. All attempts to
actually pursue history in such a manner had, however, failed. Popper and Hempel's
major achievement was to provide a plausible reason for this failure while preserving
not only the nomothetic model of explanation itself, but also its purported
universality. Despite such advantages, however, this updated covering law thesis still

suffered from serious flaws which prevented it from finding widespread acceptance.
Problems With The Covering Law Thesis

Notwithstanding the fact that the covering law thesis appears to beg the question by
assuming the methodological unity of science in order to prove it, perhaps the most
substantial objection to the theory (at least as it applies to history) is the profound
disconnect between its explanatory requirements and actual historical explanation.

As Alan Donagan has argued:

The most striking fact about the Popper-Hempel theory is that few of the
innumerable historical explanations found in the writings of historians even
appear to accord with it. The reason why they do not is that few of them are put
forward as resting on covering laws, whether explicit or implicit... In short, if the
covering law thesis be true, then no historian has yet succeeded in providing a
genuine historical explanation.'*®
Of course it is entirely possible that all attempts at historical explanation up until
Hempel's time really could have been worthless — if only for not having yet had
covering law theory to show them the error of their ways.!** But the objection goes
further than this. For even if one accepts covering law theory, the kinds of
events/objects that the historian wants to explain (and the available sources from
which they attempt to do so) would seem to actively resist analysis in terms of

covering laws. That is to say, when one is concerned with the explanation of high-

143 Alan Donagan, 'Historical Explanation: The Popper-Hempel Theory Reconsidered,' History and
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144 Indeed, dismissing the covering law theory purely on these grounds would seem somewhat akin
to dismissing chemistry because accepting it would mean accepting that no alchemist has yet
succeeded in providing a genuine chemical explanation. A similar point is made in: Donagan,
'Historical Explanation: The Popper-Hempel Theory Reconsidered,' p.17.
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level phenomena (as history typically is) the formulation of truly general laws
and/or universal hypotheses would appear to be prohibitively difficult, if not
impossible. For instance, Hempel himself offered one example of an account that
explicitly laid out the universal hypotheses on which it proceeded — that of Economic

Behaviour, by Donald W. McConnell, et. al. These “laws,” were:

People who have jobs do not like to lose them; those who are habituated to certain
skills do not welcome change; those who have become accustomed to a certain
kind of power do not like to relinquish their control — if anything, they want to
develop greater power and correspondingly greater prestige...'*
But, as Donagan has noted, none of these laws/hypotheses are truly universal. One
might welcome the loss of a job one hates, for instance, or embrace change in the
form of technology that makes a tedious task less so, and so on. It is not difficult to
imagine any number of caveats to these statements, any and all of which might call
into question their claim to universality. And all attempts to explicitly formulate
“laws” as the basis of a historical explanation, Donagan argued, were vulnerable in
the same way.'* To suggest that statements like those above are sufficiently robust to
act as covering laws is to radically overstate their ability to act as the kind of
epistemological guarantees that Popper and Hempel were seeking. For, if such
statements are not universally true at all places and times, then the event being
explained is no longer an inescapable logical consequence of the initial conditions.
This introduces an element of probability, undermining the claim of the resolving

statement to be called a “law.” Let us illustrate this with a brief thought experiment.

If we allow probabilistic explanations to pass as “laws” in a covering law model of
explanation, then the relevant “law” which explains why one is vastly more likely to
draw a white marble than black from a barrel containing 999 white marbles and only
a single black one can no longer conclusively rule out either possibility. While it would
certainly be reasonable to assume that any random marble drawn will be white,
ultimately the colour of the marble that will be drawn cannot be unambiguously
deduced from the combination of the initial conditions and the relevant principles of
statistics. The outcome, despite taking place in a very well-defined system with
almost no conceptual ambiguity, cannot be predicted in advance. And thus, by

Popper and Hempel's own insistence on symmetry, neither can it be explained. While
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this might appear to be an objection motivated purely by pedantry given the
overwhelming likelihood of choosing a white marble, it should be noted that the
difficulty of determination becomes more pronounced as the proportion of black
marbles (relative to white) increases.'” This represents a significant erosion of the
claim that a strictly nomothetic model of science can function as an epistemological
model for all areas of knowledge. This is because it is the showing of an outcome to
be necessary that enables laws to be the arbiters of explanation in the first place. If a
single probabilistic (or otherwise circumscribed) law can potentially explain both
outcomes of a binary, then that power of necessity is lost. And with it is lost the
reason for insisting on universal general laws in the first place. We are left with only
tendencies and likelihoods. There is nothing wrong with this, of course. Much useful
work can be done with such tools. But it is the demonstration of necessity that a truly

universal law allows which gives covering laws their power.

Hempel was certainly aware of this objection and the problem it presented to his
reasoning. Indeed, he recognised as much in 'The Function of General Laws in
History,” stating that, “if Tommy comes down with the measles two weeks after his
brother, and if he has not been in the company of other persons having the measles,
we accept the explanation that he caught the disease from his brother.”'* This
example, like so many in science and history alike, affords little opportunity for
explanation using general laws, as — like the marble example — the conclusion cannot
be made inescapable from the initial conditions using only such laws. Despite being
guided by a great deal of reliable knowledge of the measles virus and its
propagation, the problem as stated is still probabilistic. While it really is highly likely
that Tommy caught the virus from his brother, it is at least possible that he could have
contracted a different strain blown in from the street. It was the ease with which
counter-examples like this could be formulated which later drove Hempel to attempt
to formally accommodate probabilistic reasoning into his schema. He attempted this
by weakening his assertion that all explanations must satisfy the deductive and
nomothetic demands of pure covering law theory. He postulated instead a weaker
inductive/ probabilistic mode of explanation, which softened the definition of “law”

149

to allow conclusions reached on the balance of probabilities.” This modification,
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however, did not satisfy the technical demands of the deductive model. Thus,
Hempel effectively renounced his vision of a single mode of scientific explanation,
applicable in all areas of knowledge, and in its place offered a binary model: the
strong deductive/nomological model, and the weaker inductive/probabilistic. All
scientific explanations, however, were still thought to fall into one of these two

classes.'

Such objections flow from the attempt to pass non-universal assumptions as
universal laws. But what of the historical accounts that do not (or cannot) explicitly
state their “laws”? What of the surely greater number of works that, as Popper
phrased it, take for granted the “host of trivial universal laws” upon which their
explanations depend?'™ The temptation, if one could not hope to explicitly formulate
the laws upon which an explanation depended, would be to argue that the more
fundamental laws of other sciences were doing the heavy lifting here. This is the form
of argument Hempel employed in his example of the frozen car radiator. In that
example, basic laws of physics and chemistry were what underwrote his (historical)

explanation of why a car radiator had frozen. Karl Popper offered another example:

... these laws may be so trivial, so much part of our common knowledge, that we
need not mention them and rarely notice them. If we say that the cause of the
death of Giordano Bruno was being burnt at the stake, we do not need to mention
the universal laws that all living things die when exposed to intense heat. But such
a law was tacitly assumed in our causal explanation.'
While Hempel's insistence on hard linkages between known laws and explanation
seems a good deal stronger than the tacit assumption of Popper's model, it too fails to
address the basic issue. For while it is technically true, the deployment of laws and
truisms like this do little to actually shape historical explanations. While one would
certainly not trust a historical account that got basic facts wrong regarding the
operation of the universe, it is of no real aid to the kinds of explanation historians
tend to seek to note that, for instance, the Great Fire of London required oxygen in
order to burn. Historians tend to be looking for explanation on a different level from
this, and while these kinds of laws certainly are, just as Popper and Hempel have
said, tacitly involved in any given description of the world (whether historical or not)

one does not arrive at an explanation of the cause, or the effects, of the Great Fire by

150 Carl G. Hempel, 'Explanation and Prediction,' in Bernard Baumrin (ed), Philosophy of Science: The
Delaware Seminar. Vol. 1. (1962-63) Interscience: New York, 1963. pp.113-116.

151 Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Volume II. p.264.

152 Popper, The Poverty of Historicism. p.145.
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stacking only statements like this to the rafters. As Donagan has said of Popper's
above example: “you cannot in such a way explain why Giordano Bruno was sent to
the stake, or why he defied his persecutors.”'” Indeed, many very different
explanations of such questions could be formulated on the same set of underlying
laws. Legitimate historians and Holocaust deniers alike are unlikely to disagree on
the kinds of details that Popper and Hempel are talking about, yet their respective
accounts could hardly be more different. Doubtless a complete understanding of
human beings as a fully deterministic system might allow one to use fundamental
general laws to fully describe the kinds of objects and events with which historians
are concerned. Yet, even if one possessed such knowledge, the path of explanation
from underlying laws of physics to the actions of Napoleon is a long and difficult one
— in both conceptual and logistical terms — and one that there is little reason for
historians to take. Chemistry might be completely explained by the interaction of
matter according to the laws of physics, but this does not mean that chemists are
required to be physicists too, or that the principles of chemistry are not a valid
shorthand for describing chemical systems at a higher level than their underlying
physics. After all, one need not be cognisant of every atom in a solution in order to
say something about it as a chemist. And so it is with history. Thus we can add
Hempel's version of covering law theory to our earlier assessment of Popper's —

likely true, but ultimately useless.

Certainly, Popper and Hempel were aware of the problems involved in postulating a
system of explanation that relied so heavily on the universality of the statement
which linked initial conditions with explanation. Hempel himself acknowledged this,
conceding in 'The Function of General Laws in History' that it would “often be very
difficult to formulate the underlying assumptions explicitly with sufficient precision
and at the same time in such a way that they are in agreement with all the relevant
empirical evidence available.”'™ Yet, despite this, the covering law theory as Popper
and Hempel advanced it remained strictly predicated on the universality of the
covering laws. Hempel stated it thus: “in no other way than by reference to empirical

laws [i.e., strictly universal statements] can the assertion of a causal connection

153 Donagan, 'Historical Explanation: The Popper-Hempel Theory Reconsidered,' p.15.

154 Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws in History,' p.40. Of this statement, Alan Donagan has
said: “I should add only: it is always difficult, and it has never been done.” See: Donagan, 'Historical
Explanation: The Popper-Hempel Theory Reconsidered,' p.14. (emphasis in original). Despite this
acknowledgement, Hempel did not seem to consider this objection fatal to his theory, retaining the
idea of covering laws even in his much later (circa 1962) responses to criticism. See: Hempel,
'Explanation in Science and in History,' pp.79-106.
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between certain events be scientifically substantiated.”' Popper's argument differed
slightly from Hempel's, factoring in his celebrated notion of “falsifiability” as well as

allowing for probabilistic explanation,'® but was ultimately of the same form.

The Impact of the Nomothetic Assumption, or: Universality is the Problem

If it is the case that explicitly defined covering laws can almost never be formulated
in such a way as to exclude all exceptions — and thus cannot lay claim to being
universal laws at all. And if it is also true that implicit laws of the kind which can be
meaningfully said to be universal can only partially determine the kinds of
explanatory outcomes historians are interested in, then it would seem that the central
problem for covering law theory in either case lies in its insistence on its own
universality. And that universality, as deployed by Popper and Hempel, was
inseparable from the idea of laws. From this it follows that the real source of
weakness in covering law theory is not to be found in its argument for the
methodological unity of explanation, but in the fact that that unity was predicated on
a nomothetically conceived science. For not only do all of the objections detailed so far
evaporate if one drops the insistence that scientific explanations must be reducible to
universal general laws, but the central argument that Popper and Hempel conceived
their models as a defence of (that of the unity of all knowledge under a scientific
aegis) is unaffected. In fact, dropping the emphasis on laws — the supposed primacy
of which, it should be noted, both authors considered self-evident and thus never
bothered to fully justify — means that even the probabilistic accommodation Hempel
made to the strong version of his theory could no longer be seen as an admission of
its weakness, but rather an acknowledgement of an ability to also define science as a
model-making discipline capable of proceeding at multiple levels of enquiry. This
removes the need to slavishly pursue justification in either self-specified “general
laws” (which are riddled with caveats and thus subject to dispute), or by recourse to
the more fundamental laws of other disciplines (which are broad enough to satisfy
the requirement for universality, but can only ever partially justify the kind of
explanations being sought). It might reasonably be concluded, therefore, that the root
of the problem is the covering law insistence on defining science in a nomothetic

manner, rather than history.

155 Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws in History,' p.37. (emphasis added)
156 Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery. p.374.
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It must be remembered that Popper and Hempel were philosophers of science rather
than history (although they themselves would perhaps not have accepted the
distinction), and were therefore on the “other side” of the debate. Thus, their error
was the error of Trevelyan, Collingwood, Croce, Beard, and Becker but in reverse.
Where those idealist philosophers of history built their positions around a hostility to
a science the nomothetic assumption had caused them to misunderstand, Popper and
Hempel based their covering law theory (at least as far as it applied to history) on a
misunderstanding of the kinds of explanation that historians actually seek. Because of
this, both men seriously overstated the ability of nomothetic science to speak to such
explanations. Regardless of this, the authors examined in this chapter all have in
common that they rigidly define science in terms of laws. This nomothetic outlook
conditions their conclusions, and is the source of the supposed incompatibility
between history and the sciences. It therefore seems reasonable to conclude that the
nomothetic assumption was not merely widespread, but an essentially unquestioned
axiomatic premise upon which both idealists and covering lawyers based their
respective arguments. We have also seen, in the example of J. B. Bury, just how
powerful a distorting effect the nomothetic assumption could have on discussions
regarding the relationship between history and science. In that case, it will be
recalled, the nomothetic assumptions of Trevelyan and Collingwood so thoroughly
coloured their reading of Bury that they ascribed positivistic motives to him for
which there was little evidence. With such an assumption being exceedingly
widespread throughout early twentieth century philosophy of history, it is therefore
not difficult to see how any genuinely new thought on the subject could be similarly
distorted — forced into the Procrustean beds of “nomothetic positivist” or “empathic
idealist.” In such a way the positivist/idealist distinction became essentially self-
fulfilling. And lastly, we have seen something of the idealist position — particularly its
strong commitment to historical autonomy and its emphasis on mental “re-

enactment” and “empathy” as epistemological methods.

This introduction to the idealist position, apart from having functioned as important
context for the arrival of covering law theory, will become more important in the
following chapter. For while this chapter has focused on idealist arguments for
historical autonomy and their predication upon nomothetic assumptions regarding
science, the other key argument associated with idealism — the empathic process by

which they imagined history could underwrite its knowledge claims — has been
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introduced to seemingly little purpose. The following chapter will take up this
argument in order to show that, however unconvincing the primary arguments of the
covering lawyers proved to be, they were at least successful in holding this quasi-
mystical attempt at epistemology to account. This is perhaps the single most notable
outcome of the covering law debate, for it motivated those philosophers of history
who would dispute Popper and Hempel's assertions (and thus attempt to retain
historical autonomy) to renounce naive idealism and instead offer more formal and
empirically defensible models of historical explanation. And it was as a result of this
pressure to replace naive empathic idealism that the idea of narrative first began to
emerge."” We will examine this intellectual transformation in more detail in the

following chapter.

157 William H. Dray, Philosophy of History. Prentice-Hall: Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1964. pp.18-20.
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Chapter Two
“The Death of Empathy”

Having now provided some sense of the basic positions at issue in early to mid-
twentieth century philosophy of history, we are now in a position to begin to
examine the debate in more detail. To this end, Chapter Two will examine some of
the details of the collision between covering law theory and empathic idealism. This
will be done by means of a close reading of two paradigmatic examples, one from
each side of this divide. First, Patrick Gardiner, a mid-twentieth century philosopher
of history who was somewhat sympathetic to the covering law position. Gardiner
has been chosen for inclusion here as his critique of the idealist epistemology of
empathic mental re-enactment was among the most thorough ever offered in the
context of covering law theory. In contrast to this, his attempt to actually replace
idealist empathy with a modification of covering law theory is instructive for its
unconvincing and rather contrived character. Secondly, we will examine the work of
W. H. Walsh, who rejected any attempt to bring science to history, seeking instead to
reform idealism by rejecting the mental re-enactment with which it had been
associated and substituting his own concept of colligation in its place. Walsh believed
this concept not only better captured the actual form of historical explanations, but
was empirically defensible in a way empathy was not. Thus Walsh, like Gardiner,
was attempting to replace the flawed idealist notion of empathy. But because the
replacement Walsh had in mind was decidedly non-nomothetic, Walsh was able to
see himself as formulating “a plausible version of the Idealist theory of history.” !>
For this reason, Walsh saw himself as retaining and strengthening the idealist
commitment to historical autonomy from the sciences. This is in stark contrast with
Gardiner, who saw himself as exporting a single consistent mode of explanation from
science into history. Walsh has been chosen for inclusion here because of the clarity of
the connection between his own conclusions and the naive idealism they sought to
replace. Walsh's example is also instructive in that it lays valuable rhetorical
groundwork for the emerging narrative school of historical philosophy that will be
the subject of Chapter Three.

Speaking more broadly, this chapter will argue that the covering law attack as a

whole met with, at best, mixed success. Certainly, it was manifestly unsuccessful in

158 W. H. Walsh, 'Colligatory Concepts in History," in Patrick Gardiner (ed), The Philosophy of History.
Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1974. p.134.
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its attempts to reinvent history as an applied nomothetic science. This is hardly a
controversial claim, however, as one need only note that while historical theory is
very different today, both historical practice and the kinds of questions which interest
historians have changed very little since Popper and Hempel's critiques. Our
examination of Gardiner will reinforce this point by showing that the tensions
between the kinds of explanations historians want and any variant of the nomothetic-
deductive model were simply too great to adequately reconcile. Covering law theory
was more successful, however, in forcing a re-evaluation of how history saw itself.
That is, while a majority of historians and philosophers of history still resisted being
integrated into or otherwise made subject to the sciences, the scientifically inspired
assessment of how idealist notions of empathy might do epistemological work (or,
more precisely, not do such work) forced from them greater efforts at constructing
separate systems to formalise historical knowledge. This was the catalyst for the
development of narrativism, beginning with Walsh's first halting use of the term as
an adjunct to his concept of colligation. Chapter Two will also further the project of
Part One as a whole by demonstrating that, despite their position on opposite sides
of a theoretical gulf, both Gardiner and Walsh held strong nomothetic assumptions
which deeply influenced their respective arguments about the nature of history.
These assumptions, it will be shown, not only enforced a perceived need for some
way (however contrived) to divide history and the sciences, but were also
instrumental in the rhetorical closing off of potentially fruitful avenues of argument.
The end result was, despite the discrediting of naive idealism and the widespread
recognition that the historical and scientific worlds were not incommensurable, a
strong sense that history and science remained deeply and fundamentally divided.
This tendency would go on to infect almost all subsequent twentieth century

philosophy of history, and remains common to this day.

The Importance of Empathy for the Covering Law Program

As hinted at in the previous chapter, one of the key dissatisfactions of the covering
law theorists with historical theory was its reliance on concepts of empathy. This was,

for instance, one of Carl Hempel's major concerns:

Accounts of this type are based on metaphors rather than laws; they convey
pictorial and emotional appeals instead of insight into factual connections; they
substitute vague analogies and intuitive “plausibility” for deduction from testable
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statements and are therefore unacceptable as scientific explanations.'*

Therefore, for Hempel at least, the inadequacy of existing historical epistemology as
a whole was deeply linked to his case for history's failure as an explanatory
discipline. More importantly, due to the bipartisan nature of the nomothetic
assumption, those who sought to resist Hempel's conclusions had nevertheless
accepted that laws were the only legitimate form of scientific explanation. Also
convinced that history could not proceed nomothetically, they were thus effectively
forced to defend historical autonomy from science. To do this, however, they would

awr

have to come up with something better than the “metaphors,” “emotional appeals,”
“vague analogies,” and other “intuitive” methods which had previously been used to
justify historians continuing to offer the kinds of explanations which seemed
appropriate to them. And that something would be required, if it were to adequately
model existing historical practice, to eschew any direct reference to nomothetic laws,
and thus — via the nomothetic assumption — stand completely apart from the sciences.
Whatever the merits of the positive arguments of the covering lawyers regarding
applying nomothetic forms to the study of history, therefore, the criticism of their
negative arguments regarding the inadequacy of existing historical epistemology

absolutely had to be met in order to preserve historical autonomy.
Patrick Gardiner and the Assault on Idealism

What were these arguments against the empathic dimension of idealism exactly?
Popper and Hempel themselves had comparatively little to say on the matter. The
task of mounting a more comprehensive critique would therefore be taken up by
sympathetic philosophers of history rather than science. To this end, let us not only
examine Patrick Gardiner's arguments against empathic idealism, but also his
proposed solution to the problem it represented. As we shall see, Gardiner was
devastating with respect to the former, but less so with respect to the latter. And this
failure, it will be demonstrated, is almost entirely attributable to the nomothetic
assumption. It is important to note at the outset, however, that Gardiner's criticisms
of idealism were almost exclusively based on the kinds of purely empirical
arguments (i.e., purged of metaphysics) favoured by the covering lawyers. Gardiner,

for instance, had the following to say about Collingwood's idea of empathy as the

159 Carl G. Hempel, 'The Function of General Laws in History,' The Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 39, No. 2
(15 January 1942). p.38.
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“revival” of the thoughts of past historical actors in the mind of the historian:

... even if it were legitimate to regard thoughts and intentions in this way... how, on
such an hypothesis, does the historian know that the “revived” thought is the
thought the agent in fact had when he performed his action? How does he know
that what he calls a “revival” is really a revival? Suppose that two historians both
claim to have revived the thoughts and plans of Napoleon on the eve of Austerlitz,
and suppose that their accounts diverge. What criteria exist for deciding which is
correct?'®
The point Gardiner is making here is that a certain slipperiness is introduced into
historical explanations when one attempts to justify them in this manner. More
importantly, such slipperiness was almost entirely a function of the empathic form
rather than the quality of the actual account. For however one might wish to resolve
such a question of competing mental re-enactments, Gardiner argued, any broadly
acceptable decision would likely be the result of an examination of other, mind-
external, evidence relevant to the question. Yet, the problem persists. How can the
idealist be sure that the past events/objects which are the cause of the evidence in
question produced those particular thoughts within Napoleon's mind? What
procedure could be used to check any particular “revival” against such evidence? If
such an empathic process really is the epistemic mechanism by which history is to be
properly understood (as Croce or Collingwood might have it) then the only way to
check such a revivalist account would be with another such account. But here we
encounter an infinite regress which renders both the mechanism absurd, and a strong
connection with evidence impossible. But if empathy is the epistemology of history,
such revivals are absolutely necessary, because without them the result is
definitionally not history. Yet it would seem that such revivals are forever beyond the
reach of meaningful empirical confirmation. The two realms cannot be meaningfully
connected. This approach to the philosophy of history would thus seem to demand

the attainment of the unattainable.'®!

Moreover, since such idealist philosophies had been predicated on the “mental” or
“imaginative” dimension of history (a characteristic that science supposedly did not
possess and that laws could not capture), the empathic argument itself became the
primary support for the argument that history was a distinct epistemology apart

from the sciences. If empathy were discredited, therefore, then that epistemic

160 Patrick Gardiner, 'The "Objects" of Historical Knowledge,' Philosophy, Vol. 27, No. 102 (July 1952).
p.214.
161 Ibid., pp.218-220.
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separation would be called into question. This provided the means by which
Gardiner and others sympathetic to covering law theory could claim that a single

(nomothetic) model of explanation applied everywhere:

... Collingwood's method of representing historical inquiry as a passage from
external behaviour to internal thoughts was unsatisfactory because it led him to
the conclusion that historical knowledge consists in the historian's becoming
acquainted with entities or agencies subsisting behind, or “inside” the activities of
others; and I have given reasons for believing that this conclusion is mistaken.
And with its rejection we can dismiss the idea that such knowledge must be
sharply differentiated from that involved in other branches of enquiry on the
grounds that it is “non-inductive” in character and peculiar in its “objects” or
“material.”®?
Gardiner continued to maintain, however, that a meaningful distinction between
“branches of enquiry” could still be made. Indeed, he footnoted the final sentence of
the above quote with; “I do not want to suggest that no line can be drawn but only
that the line has been drawn in the wrong place and in the wrong way.” ' Gardiner's
own arguments regarding where and how such a line should be drawn were outlined

in his 1952 book The Nature of Historical Explanation, to which we must now turn.'**

The Nature of Historical Explanation was, at least in part, an attempt at building a
bridge between the covering lawyers and those that Maurice Mandelbaum has called
the “reactionists.”'® In it, Gardiner attempted to preserve the best of both worlds. He
attempted to import something of the nomothetic model (and the legitimacy it
carried with it) into historical explanation, while also preserving the autonomy of
history, thus shielding history from the more awkward questions asked by
philosophers of science. In this sense, Gardiner, while not a staunch Hempelian, was
a good deal more sympathetic to the covering law position than many of his
contemporaries. While his success at attempting to remake history was sharply
limited by his own acceptance of a nomothetic form as being the only legitimate form
of explanation, The Nature of Historical Explanation nevertheless represented one of the
first serious attempts to assess the relationship between history and science from
outside of the received wisdom of either the old idealism or the new covering law

positivism. And his primary concession to the covering law position was in his

162 Ibid., p.219.

163 Ibid. (emphasis in original)

164 Patrick Gardiner, The Nature of Historical Explanation. Oxford University Press: London, 1952.

165 This group consisted of those philosophers of history who, in defence of historical autonomy,
offered alternative models of explanation in response to the covering law attack. See: Maurice
Mandelbaum, 'Historical Explanation: The Problem of “Covering Laws”," History and Theory. Vol. 1,
No. 3 (1961). p.229.
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complete rejection of empathy as an epistemological device. As we have already
seen, Gardiner's primary problem with idealism was its insistence on a mental
dimension to historical explanation that, in his view, could not be satisfactorily
connected with evidence. Further to this, Gardiner also argued that this key idealist
assertion was inextricably linked to the other pillar of idealism identified in the
previous chapter — the strict separation of history and the sciences. These two ideas,

Gardiner argued, could not be so easily separated:

The foundation of these views lies in the theory that the subject-matter of history
is different in kind from the subject-matter of those studies loosely called the
'matural sciences.' History is a different 'mode of experience,' and the historian
must in consequence approach it with methods entirely different from the
methods of the natural scientist... To understand history and the writing of it the
scientific conception of knowledge must be discarded, and a distinct type of
knowledge must be recognised: this type of knowledge has been variously named
— it is termed sometimes 'insight, sometimes 'intuition' or 'empathy,’ and
sometimes 'recreating past experience'...'
In order to demonstrate this, Gardiner makes an interesting philosophical move. As
hinted at in Chapter One, the early twentieth century idealists had traditionally
begun their chains of reasoning from history's seeming hostility to scientific methods
(which were, of course, assumed to be exclusively nomothetic). From this, they had
attempted to try to identify something that was supposedly unique to history —
usually human thought — and build a unique epistemology around it. In other words,
empathic re-enactment was seen not as the explicit basis on which the separation of
history and the sciences was being advanced, but as a solution to the problem which
historical autonomy represented. Gardiner, however, set out to argue that this was
largely illusory. All of the major idealist supporting arguments for historical
autonomy, he claimed, were utterly untenable without some kind of prior
commitment to an empathic model of historical explanation. By arguing in this
fashion, Gardiner sought to demonstrate that it was empathy which was the single
most fundamental error of idealist epistemology. And so it was empathy which
would need to be purged in order to allow a better model of historical explanation to

be developed, whether covering law based or otherwise. This then, is where he

directed his attack. He writes:

The four propositions often put forward in support of the theory that history is an
autonomous branch of study, irreducible in principle to any other, are the
following;:

166 Gardiner, The Nature of Historical Explanation. pp.28-29.
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A. Historical events are past events and hence cannot be known in the

manner in which present events are known.

B. Historical events are unique and unclassifiable.

C. History describes the actions, statements, and thoughts of human beings,

not the behaviour of 'dead matter' with which science is concerned.

D. Historical events have an irreducible richness and complexity.'*
Of the first point — that historical events are removed from direct assessment and
thus cannot be “known” in the same fashion as the truths of science — Gardiner
argues that this only holds if one considers “true knowledge” to be “knowledge by
acquaintance.”'®® Yet this would seem to be a very strictly limited sense of the term
“knowledge,” and far too stringent a predicate for a single theory of explanation. For
if what is known can only be based on direct acquaintance, then inference about
anything past could be called into question. In other words, this is not an objection
unique to the discipline of human history. If the historian cannot be said to have
justified an account of a past event without being able to make reference to their own
direct experience of that event, then neither can the geologist justify, for example, an
account of tectonic upheaval in the distant past.'®® Both events belong to the
unreachable past, all of the relevant “experience” of which has already taken place
and passed away. Yet geological inference is not considered problematic in this same
fashion. And, to add insult to injury, geology is hardly conducive to an empathic

approach. How then is geology to proceed, let alone history?

For the historical example — presumably involving human thoughts and intentions —
this would appear to be exactly the kind of problem that re-enactment can solve,
because it claims to reassemble the past in the mind of the historian here in the
present. This theoretically places historical knowledge within the realm of actual
experience, thus giving it empirical validity. Yet, as we have already seen Gardiner
argue, such an account cannot be meaningfully correlated with mind-independent
evidence. Therefore, the problem is only apparently solved by the use of empathy.
Moreover, even if empathy could solve the problem of historical inference in the
study of human history, it is not a method open to those sciences which study the
distant past. And yet there are scientific claims about the past which we feel
comfortable calling “knowledge.” How are they justified? Gardiner's ultimate point,

however, is not merely that knowledge about the past can be established adequately

167 Ibid., p.34.
168 Ibid., p.35.
169 Ibid., pp.39-40.
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in other fields where there is no possibility of re-enactment, but that without any way
to connect re-enacted historical accounts with evidence, historians must ultimately
appeal to mind-independent evidence in a similar manner to those other fields.'”
Which, in turn, renders re-enactment utterly superfluous. For instance, Gardiner
offers a thought experiment whereby he attempts to convince a hypothetical

interrogator of the reality of a trip to “the pillar-box this morning to post a letter.”:

I may say that I have a distinct memory of having done so; I may point to the fact
that the letter is no longer in my room; I may even produce a witness who affirms
that he saw me drop the letter into the pillar-box. By such methods I can produce
credentials to substantiate my claim to knowledge of a particular portion of my
biography. And a point will come when my questioner will be forced to admit that
I have succeeded in establishing my claim. What he will not do is to demand the
logically impossible, namely, ask me to point to some event in the past with which
I am acquainted when I say that I know that I posted the letter this morning. Thus,
to say that we know that such-and-such an event occurred in the past is, in a way,
to stake a claim, the claim that, if asked to produce conclusive reasons to justify
our statement, we shall be able to do so.!”
In this way, Gardiner argues that idealist empathy does not offer a solution to the
problem of the unreachable nature of the past. Reasoning about the past is, in
practice, instead conducted by appeals to evidence. The real work of the philosophy
of history then, is to conceptualise how to move from causes in the past to the
evidence available in the present. To this, we might only add that the acknowledged
historical sciences — including evolutionary biology, paleontology and geology -
pursue justification for their claims in exactly the same way, and that demonstrating
this will be the work of Part Two. Therefore, an appeal to the unreachable nature of
the past alone is not sufficient to decisively separate history and science. The
difference only appears stark when the given examples are stark — such as the
thoughts and intentions of an historical actor contrasted with problems of physical
bodies in motion. Thus, for Gardiner, it is an appeal to “bogus mysticism” about the
past that is being tacitly invoked to justify the separation, rather than being a

necessary consequence of it.'”

Gardiner summarises the second position — that historical events are unique and

unclassifiable — as follows:

History is about what happened on particular occasions. It is not about what

170 Ibid., p.50.
171 Ibid., p.37.
172 Ibid., p.40.
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usually happens or what always happens under certain circumstances; for this we
go to science... The historian concentrates upon the event in its unique individuality,
regarding it, not as an instance of a type, not as a member of a class, but as
something which is to be viewed for and in itself.'”?
This, he continues, is “broadly correct,” yet had been used to yield conclusions that
were “less defensible.”'” First, Gardiner points out that such particularism - if
applied naively — would preclude any generalisation regarding the past. Yet this is
clearly not the case in historical practice, as historians routinely talk of quite general
concepts such as nations and revolutions. Clearly then, we cannot simply issue a
blanket ban on generalisation and still hope to have much of history left intact. This
point will become important in our later discussion of Walsh. The more serious
problem, Gardiner argues, is that such a particularism tacitly supposes that
“uniqueness” is a quality certain events/objects possess but which the methods and
concepts of science cannot apprehend. It is supposed, however, that idealist historians do
have access to a method by which that uniqueness can be captured and expressed.
And so we are returned to the world of empathy and intuition. By way of example,

Gardiner argued the following of Croce:

Croce... in emphasising the unique element in historical judgement, seems to mean
more than just this when he speaks of history as 'the narration of individual
reality’ and contrasts it with the natural sciences. And it is made clearer, I think,
what this 'more' is, when we find him saying that history is concerned with
'representations'’ which are 'individual,' and, again, that the intuitive faculty
essential to historical research is bound up with... living again' past events.'”
In other words, the term 'unique' is being reserved specifically for that which can be
intuited. Thus, the supposedly special epistemological status of history is not being
forced upon it by the special requirements of its unique subject matter, but the other
way around.”® It should be noted, however, that Gardiner is not entirely
unconvinced by the uniqueness argument in general, but only by the specific
assertion that uniqueness is the criterion which eliminates the possibility of science

from history and thus (by default) establishes the idealist view of history:

... the point at issue is whether our recognizing that the historian's job is to
describe and explain what happened upon specified occasions also involves our
believing that historical events possess some absolute uniqueness which
necessitates their being known and explained in an especial way.'”

173 Ibid. (emphasis in original)
174 Ibid., p Al
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Of the third point - that history is fundamentally concerned with the “actions,
statements, and thoughts of human beings, not the 'dead matter' with which science
is concerned — Gardiner invokes Collingwood's familiar “inside-outside” division.'”®
And, once again, Gardiner argues that this distinction is set up by Collingwood in
order to validate his idealist ideas of empathy, rather than to show empathy to be a
necessary consequence of it. Gardiner is not unsympathetic to the basic idea of
Collingwood's division, however, stating that, “we must agree that the distinction
formulated in the above terms between history and science holds good in so far as
we do not explain the movement of a 'piece of matter' by referring to its intention,
whereas we may explain a human action by making such a reference.”'” Yet, he is
not convinced that this argument necessitates the further step of adopting the

empathic model of historical explanation:

... the introduction of a spatial metaphor gives the impression that what are called
the 'insides' of events are queer objects, invisible engines that make the wheels go
round. And it is only too easy to move from this to the supposition that, in order to
'know' the insides of historical events (where 'knowing' is knowing by
acquaintance) some peculiar technique for looking at these is required...'®
With respect to these three classical arguments for historical autonomy, Gardiner
argued that none of them successfully demonstrated the necessity of the
idealist/intuitionist viewpoint, and thus were not reliable evidence for that
viewpoint. This is not to say they do not have their merits. Indeed, as we have seen,
Gardiner was somewhat sympathetic to all three of these arguments for autonomy,
but believed they needed to be justified independently of their idealist contexts. His
intent was to show that the boundaries of history and science as they had previously
been drawn tacitly invoked empathy, and were (to that extent) illegitimate. Yet,
throughout The Nature of Historical Explanation, Gardiner was also careful to
repeatedly point out that he considered some division of history and science
legitimate. Which raises the question: given Gardiner's potent criticisms of the
divisions established by the idealists, on what basis could this be done? The answer,

for Gardiner, lay in the nature of science itself.

This commitment to separating history and science must be borne in mind, as we

turn to the last of Gardiner's pillars of the idealist argument for historical autonomy —

178 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History. Revised Edition. Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1994.
p-213.

179 Gardiner, The Nature of Historical Explanation. p.47.

180 Ibid., pp.47-48.

93



the contention that historical events have an irreducible richness and complexity.
Gardiner's approach to this issue differs from that of the previous three arguments,
however, for it is here that he makes explicit his own arguments for the placement of
a boundary between history and science. History, he concedes, does often present
philosophers with “huge chunks of fact that obstinately refuse to fit into the tidy
compartments of a scientific system.” In fact, he continues, the potential subject
matter from which history might be fashioned “spills over, and swamps us in its
variety and its richness; confuses us with its queer habit of being highly general and
minutely particular at one and the same time.”'™ Gardiner's issue with this
argument, therefore, is not strictly empirical or definitional — as was the case with the
previous three. Instead, Gardiner rejects this argument because it suggests that there
is “something 'wrong' with history” for having this quality.'® That is to say, Gardiner
objects to the assertion that the inability to generalise about history in a manner
recognisably scientific represents a problem in need of correction. Instead, he argues,

the problem is one of purpose:

If 'wrong' is persuasively defined to mean 'lacking the structure of a developed
science' then we must agree that there is something wrong with it. But why should
history possess such a structure? We have seen already that the historian is not
interested in formulating general hypotheses or in making predictions; he is
interested principally in finding out what happened and in describing what
happened in all its detail..."®
In other words, Gardiner is defending history from the charge that it is a second-class
epistemological citizen, by instead claiming that history has different intentions which
it makes sense to realise by different means. This represents a softening of the rigid
idealist separation between disciplines, but not its dissolution. Which is fine, except
that Gardiner's defence has the unfortunate consequence of implying that “finding
out what happened” and “describing what happened in all its detail” are purposes
that scientists cannot have. Thus, by expanding the freedom of movement for
historians, Gardiner has inadvertently contracted it for scientists (if one insists on
considering them fundamentally separate fields). Moreover, it seems abundantly
clear that the “tidy compartments” of scientific systematisation Gardiner has in mind
are strictly nomothetic. For example, in the opening pages of the The Nature of

Historical Explanation, he clearly states:
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The progress of science has been a constant movement in the direction of
subsuming known laws under laws of higher generality and of a consequently
wider application. Thus explanation, both in science and common life, implies the
formulation of laws or generalizations.'®
A statement such as this would appear to make very clear the meaning of Gardiner's
somewhat more modestly worded subsequent assertions. For instance, he later states
that the “crux of the distinction between the historian and the scientist” is that “the
scientist frames hypotheses of precision and wide generality by a continual refining
away of irrelevant factors.” But this is merely the nomothetic model in somewhat
softer words. The historian's aim, on the other hand, is “to talk about what happened
on particular occasions in all its variety, all its richness.”' Similarly vague
invocations of a supposedly self-evident difference between “general” and
“particular” would subsequently come to be a feature of almost all twentieth century
philosophy of history which had among its aims the preservation of historical
autonomy. The vacuity of this dichotomy thus became the verbal swamp in which a
lack of rigour could hide (which was arguably precisely the service terms like
“intuition” and “empathy” had provided for idealists like Croce and Collingwood).
But this difference in approach is only apparent, for if we engage in close readings of
philosophers who invoked this kind of separation, we can find reliable evidence of
nomothetic commitments underlying their vague uses of the term “general.” Indeed,
this is precisely what is meant by the term “vestigial” nomothetic assumption.
Ultimately then, “general” would come to stand in for “nomothetic.” This was done
in order to preserve a world philosophers of history understood — one in which they
had as little to do with the sciences as possible. We will encounter this development

at greater length in Chapter Three.

Therefore, while Gardiner was an extremely important figure in engineering a break
with idealism and in outlining the desiderata of a post-idealist model of historical
explanation, his insight could only carry him so far. The primary achievement of The
Nature of Historical Explanation was to recast historical autonomy as a consequence of
explanatory purpose rather than as a necessary consequence of history's subject
matter. This in itself was no mean feat! Gardiner had essentially succeeded in
unifying the worlds of history and science — making clear that it was only the way in

which they were discussed that separated them, and not some metaphysical and
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epistemic chasm. Gardiner's emphasis on a purely nomothetic model of science,

however, still sanctioned a de facto separation:

To conclude, we may, if we choose, say that the subject-matter of history is
different from that of science. But we must be careful. We must not take this to
mean that the historian is dealing with queer entities, lying about the world or
salvaged from the deep-sea forests of the past. The world is one: the ways we use
to talk about it, various. And the fact that in some cases we decide to describe it in
one way rather than another is contingent upon our purposes.'®
And so, we can see in Gardiner a clear example of exactly how the entire
argumentative structure of the philosophy of history was shifting in the mid-
twentieth century in response to covering law theory. And yet we can also see in
Gardiner a clear example of how the nomothetic assumption survived this shift and
continued to exercise a profound impact on how history's relationship to the outside
world of knowledge was conceptualised. Where Gardiner might have helped to
make history more epistemologically respectable by at least bringing the content of
history and the content of science into the same world (an improvement over the
largely 'mon-overlapping magisteria'® of Collingwood and Croce, at least), he had
also reaffirmed the autonomy of history on the basis of its incompatibility with the
nomothetic assumption. This is the reason we have examined Gardiner at such
length here. His work represents a paradigm case of how the grammar, but not
necessarily the conclusions, of the philosophy of history were changing in the mid-
twentieth century. All of the subsequent philosophy of history with which we shall
subsequently deal, regardless of the conclusions reached, has prosecuted the debate
on those terms Gardiner had laid out. These terms were: the primacy of empirical
means of confirmation (rather than confirmation by imaginative means), and the
banishment of any claim that historical knowledge was rooted in some wholly other
realm of mind and thought. In short, the old idealist arguments had been decisively
marginalised and the way for narrativism paved, yet some form of separation

between history and science was still effectively received wisdom.
Making History Look Nomothetic

Before closing the book on Gardiner, however, it will prove instructive to examine his

own attempt at a model of historical explanation. For when one considers Gardiner's
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positive contribution to the problem of historical explanation (which he himself had
helped to frame through his dissolution of idealist empathy), the nomothetically
inspired character of his separation between history and science becomes even more
apparent. For, as we have already seen, Gardiner accepted the legitimacy of the most
basic thesis of the covering lawyers — that general laws must lie at the root of all
claims that might meaningfully be called “knowledge.” This, coupled with his
assertions that the old idealist arguments that sought to keep science out of history
were inexcusably weak, meant that he was required to explain (or explain away) the
seeming inability of history to work profitably with the language of laws. Moreover,
whatever replacement for empathy he might devise should ideally retain at least
something of the nomothetic form. Gardiner sought to harmonise these goals by
arguing that while historical method “as a whole is intelligible on the above
[covering law/regularity] interpretation,” it was necessary that “important
differentiating characteristics” of historical explanation be kept in mind.”® The
primary differentiating characteristic Gardiner had in mind, however, was history's
frequent concern with assessing the motivations and intentions of historical actors —
precisely the problem empathy had purported to be a solution to. Gardiner's solution
was to postulate a second mode of explanation which would exist alongside covering
law orthodoxy, but still reproduce its basic form. This mode was to be concerned
exclusively with this problem of “mental causation,” thus replacing implicit appeals
to empathy with a recognisably nomothetic structure. Gardiner argued for this as

follows:

Historians do not... confine themselves to giving explanations of human actions
which refer to various types of what might be called 'physical' or "publicly
observable' events, such as, for example, the actions of other human beings,
earthquakes, cold winters, the publication of proclamations, and so forth. When
they do give explanations of this kind we have argued that their procedure
presupposes the assumption of causal laws... But in history, as well as in ordinary
life, explanations are also given that seem to be different: we come across
statements of the form 'x did y in order to achieve z', 'x intended to achieve z,
therefore he did y', 'x did y because he desired z'... Historians, in fact, in many of
their explanations of human conduct make reference to the intentions, desires,
thoughts, plans, and policies of the people in whom they are interested.'®

The mechanism Gardiner offered in an attempt to solve this problem of “intentions,
desires, thoughts, plans, and policies” was designed to harmonise all of his beliefs

regarding historical explanation. To do this, he sought to exploit the seemingly very
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different ways in which scientists and historians used the term “cause.” For rather
than maintaining that “words like 'intentions' or 'aims' function as names of causal
processes or events,” in the same sense as the covering lawyer might speak of a stone
causing a window to shatter and then seeking to explain that process with reference
to general laws of motion, Gardiner argued instead for an interpretation of mental
causation which used the term “cause” in a very different sense. “I want to suggest,”
he writes, “that to say that man's actions are guided by such-and-such an intention is
to make a statement of varying degrees of complexity about him (not about him plus
the intentions or aims which influence, affect, or 'act upon' him).” This has the effect
of making the character of the agent in question do the explanatory work in cases of
mental causation that laws are required to do in cases of natural causation. It sets the
actions of an agent within “a pattern, the pattern of his normal behaviour.”™
Superficially, this makes a good deal of sense. It neatly preserves the idealist notion
of history as a realm comprised of human thought and action by sidestepping the
primary consequence of the universality of covering law theory: the requirement to
explain the actions of a human being in terms of general laws somehow external to

them.

In Gardiner's model, instead of explaining human behaviour with reference to the
laws of physics (or specially formulated laws of history), we explain it by reference to
other examples of human behaviour. The actions of, for example, Sir Walter Raleigh in
supposedly throwing his coat over a puddle so that Queen Elizabeth might cross
without getting her feet wet might be explained with reference to examples of his
other actions — perhaps his sense of patriotism, or his attitude towards women, or
both. This would allow us to get a sense of his character. Raleigh acted the way he
did, we might claim, because he was that sort of person. Such explanations have two
important advantages for Gardiner. First, they can be settled with mind-external
evidence rather than requiring recourse to empathy. That is, we can point to evidence
of Raleigh's other actions/behaviour throughout his life, and reason that the best
explanation for these groups of evidence is the possession of a certain disposition.
And second, they allow for a much closer agreement between covering law theory
and historical practice. For historians are clearly far more likely to want to talk of an
historical actor in dispositional terms than in terms of psychological generalities or

neuron firings.”! Gardiner was therefore of the opinion that his dispositional mode of
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explanation could bring something of the structure of laws to human history, as the
singular actions and decisions of individuals were still being explained (that is,
deduced) from more general statements regarding that individual's overall life and
behaviour. This was, in other words, the nomothetic-deductive method at the scale of
the individual, carefully slotted into the space empathy had left behind and
disturbing the existing theory, practice and — most importantly — boundaries of

history as little as possible.

However, while dispositional explanations seen in this way might seem to have a
certain “law-like” quality, claiming as they do to explain actions based on patterns of
“normal behaviour,” there can be no evading the fact that they represent a
modification to a theory which claimed that no modifications from it were possible.
Gardiner might argue for mental causation as a necessary exception to that
universality, but this, as William Dray has countered, “invites the question: 'If one,
why not many such logical differences, provided that recognition of them is forced
upon us by a consideration of the way historians' explanations go?”'* In other
words, the covering law approach was predicated on the universality of a single,
nomothetic, form for all knowledge and explanation. Modifications of it, therefore,
could only constitute evidence for its overall weakness. In addition to this, the use of
personal disposition as a substitute for general laws of nature is not only theoretically
dubious, but empirically unconvincing. For the kinds of historical problems it can
solve are comparatively few when compared to those that remain. While it makes
sense when applied to the personal actions of historical actors, it offers no help to the
historian pursuing problems and explanations that can only be made sense of at
higher levels. For example, there are no known laws which can be used to explain the
behaviour of corporations, or social/economic classes of people, or nations as a
whole. Yet Gardiner's dispositional analysis does not offer an alternative means to
talk about such entities. Certainly, one might speak of the “desires” of the working
classes, or the “intentions” of the Dutch East India Company, but it is far from self-
evident that these kinds of dispositions actually exist in any sense other than a kind
of crude shorthand. If such entities could be said to have dispositions at all, they
would likely have to be defined (if one insisted on dispositional traits as being
fundamental to historical knowledge) as some kind of aggregate of the individuals

which make up that entity.
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Which, to be fair, did seem to be Gardiner's intent. His work is replete with examples
of political history centred around the actions of individuals, often using classic
examples such as Napoleon,'” Cardinal Richelieu,"* and Julius Caesar'® to illustrate
key points. And, when confined to such circumscribed examples, it must be said that
his dispositional explanation makes some sense. But there is little explanatory help in
The Nature of Historical Explanation for the social historian, or the economic historian,
or indeed any branch of historical enquiry sufficiently distant from both covering
laws and the motives of historical individuals. Gardiner readily concedes the
difficulty of high level history, stating that “historical explanation is often an
extremely complicated affair.”'* But he offers no solution other than to restate his

conviction that regularities must underlie any model of explanation:

There is thus a 'slide' from explanation as it occurs in science to explanation as it
occurs in history. We can, if we wish, say that the difference is only one of degree,
but we must be careful. We can say this if what we mean to emphasize is the fact
that historical explanation presupposes regularity, that it involves a knowledge of
how things and people in general behave which can be, and at times is, made
more explicit..."’
Which leads us to the most basic problem with Gardiner's analysis of mental
causation - its attempt to bend the nomothetic form of covering law theory to fit
historical practice. While it would be implausible to claim that Gardiner was a
covering law theorist on the level of Popper and Hempel themselves, it seems
reasonable to conclude that his arguments were predicated on the assumption that
the basic form and claim to universal applicability of the covering law model were
legitimate. As Dray has observed, his “modifications of the model, like those allowed
by Popper and Hempel, are all designed to show that, even in the most unlikely
cases, the real force or point of the explanations which historians offer is only to be
brought out by emphasizing their resemblance to the covering law ideal.”"® In other
words, it wasn't enough for Gardiner to point out that meaningful analysis of human
actions could, in appropriate circumstances, be conducted with reference to the

disposition of those involved. His own nomothetic assumptions required him to make

the form of such an analysis appear “law-like,” because it was only through the
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engineering of such a similarity that they could be made legitimate as explanations.
Gardiner himself makes this abundantly clear, writing at one point that the
statements which make up historical explanations must “be seen to satisfy the
antecedent of a general hypothetical,” for if they do not do this, “the force of the
'because” cannot then be accounted for, and nothing is explained.’ Yet, he also

claims that:

A postulated historical explanation is not, as a rule, justified (or challenged) by
demonstrating that a given law implied by it does (or does not) hold; far less by
showing such a law to follow (or not to follow) from an accepted theory or
hypothesis, or to be confirmed (or falsified) by experiment; nor, again, by pointing
out that the case under consideration does (or does not) satisfy in the required
respects the conditions exactly specified in the formulation of the law.*®
So how then are historical claims justified? Gardiner asserts on the one hand that
they must be backed by general truths, and with the other hand rules out all major
known ways of doing this. And in their place stands only the comparatively flimsy
edifice of mental causation by disposition. Certainly disposition is a reasonable
enough explanatory mechanism, but one should ask: does an analysis of the
disposition of an historical actor really carry an epistemic force analogous to, for
example, the ability of Newton's second law of motion to justify a claim about the
path of a projectile? This seems to be more than merely a difference of degree.
Consider the case of the exception, for example. In Gardiner's model how can the
“out of character” action be explained? We might explain it by the intrusion of an
external event/object — perhaps the effect of madness or disease — but this fits neither
the pure covering law theory nor its softened dispositional form. Diseases might be
well understood biologically and able to be connected to laws, but it is unlikely that
our understanding of those laws will be good enough to account for its transmission
to that person at that time. Similarly, how can we account for motives that were
apparently sublimated in a particular group or a particular era? As W. H. Walsh has
argued (although not in specific reply to Gardiner), intention is a slippery concept

indeed:

Thus the idea of Great Britain's having an imperial mission, though explicitly
advocated by only a small minority of persons in the country at the time, came
towards the end of the Victorian era to exercise a most important influence on the
conduct of British foreign policy, and no account of that policy could afford to
leave it unmentioned. There was, in fact, a recognisable imperialist phase in British
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political history, even though the policy of imperialism was not consciously

accepted or deliberately pursued by the majority of those in power at the time.?™
If such statements are reasonable to make in Gardiner's model, then they must, in
some way, be the “antecedent of a general hypothetical.” Yet neither covering law
theory nor Gardiner's dispositional modification of it can adequately cover this kind
of example. If one is committed to justifying knowledge only in recognisably
nomothetic ways, how are statements like Walsh's to be justified? Are we now
obliged to postulate another “logical difference” between classes of covering law
explanations in order to account for this new class of explanations? At this point, the
difficulty of maintaining even a superficial resemblance to covering laws for all
possible historical knowledge claims becomes plainly apparent.?? And while this
discussion could easily be continued at far greater length, for the purposes of this
thesis it will suffice to note that all of these epistemic contortions become trivial if one
merely relinquishes covering law theory as the definitive model of all explanation. As

William Dray noted of Gardiner in this respect:

The Humean assumption that nothing but 'regularity' can justify a 'because' is thus
made from the beginning, and it is too strong to be shaken by information about
the way historical arguments actually go. Gardiner does introduce the notion of
'judgement'’; but he cannot bring himself entirely to abandon the view that
judgement of a particular case is disreputable without the logical support of
covering empirical laws... If the historian does not use a precise 'rule’, then a vague
one must be found; if no universal law is available, then a qualified one must have
been assumed. The alternative which is too much to accept is that, in any ordinary
sense of the word, the historian may use no law at all *®
In other words, if this was the best defence of the relevance of covering laws for
history that could be mounted, then it is perhaps unsurprising that the idea that “the
historian may use no law at all,” went on to become a major theme in the post-
Hempelian philosophy of history. For it was clear that even Gardiner's spirited
attempt to modify covering law theory to take account of historical practice was still
far too restrictive to be a workable method of historical explanation. And yet,
Gardiner had been instrumental in thoroughly dissecting and dismantling the old
idealist intuitionist arguments that had been deployed against nomothetic positivism
since the nineteenth century. Those ideas too, could no longer stand. In cognisance of

this, attempts at providing models of historical explanation began to surface which
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attempted to find a way between these extremes. The explanatory device these
attempts would ultimately converge upon was that of narrative. Using this idea,
philosophers of history sought to offer modes of historical explanation which
avoided the pitfalls of naive empathic idealism and focused instead on purely
empirical means for justifying historical explanations, yet also eschewed any
connection with the sciences because of the explicit commitment to laws such a
connection was assumed to require. There were, they asserted, at least two modes of
explanation — the nomothetic and the narrative. But only one of them was scientific.
And, unfortunately, it was the other which was appropriate for history. Thus, in the
process of developing narrative as an epistemological device, the baby was thrown
out with the bathwater. For, in accepting what now seemed obvious — that covering
law theory was functionally inadequate for justifying historical explanations — these
narrativists came (via the nomothetic assumption) to the conclusion that history was

not, and could never be, scientific in any meaningful sense.

W. H. Walsh and the Idea of Colligation

One of the first post-Hempelian philosophers of history to offer a model of historical
explanation which was consciously formulated as a model unique to history (and
thus quite apart from scientific explanation) was W. H. Walsh. Walsh's model — which
he called “colligation under appropriate conceptions” — first surfaced in print in a
1942 paper entitled 'Intelligibility in History."*™ In developing this model, Walsh had
borrowed the term “colligation” from the nineteenth century logician and
philosopher of science, William Whewell, who had described the concept in the
second volume of his Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences, Founded Upon Their History,
first published in 1840.2 But where Whewell had defined colligation as the “mental
operation” by which a number of empirical “facts” were brought together by
“superinducing” upon them an overarching concept which unites them and allows
them to be captured by a general law,?* Walsh deployed the idea in a manner he saw
as specifically applicable to history. In Walsh's view, historical colligation was
completely independent of the nomothetic sense of the term emphasised by Whewell
and was thus (in a leap of reason consistent with the nomothetic assumption) also

completely independent of the sciences.
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Talking about Walsh's idea of colligation is made difficult by the fact that Walsh
revisited the idea several times over the course of his career. From its first inchoate
appearance in 1942, to what is perhaps its most detailed and thoughtful exposition in
the 1967 paper 'Colligatory Concepts in History,'”” the concept underwent significant
development — usually through the refinement of boundary conditions. Because of
this, it is generally best to consider the 1967 paper as the definitive exposition. As an
introduction to the general idea, however, the description offered in his 1951 book,

208

An Introduction to the Philosophy of History, offers a concise summation.””® Generally,

Walsh argues, when historians are asked to explain an event or period — the example

he uses is the British general strike of 1926 — they will:

... begin by tracing connections between that event and others with which it stands
in inner relationship (in the case in question, certain previous events in the history
of industrial relations in Great Britain). The underlying assumption here is that
different historical events can be regarded as going together to constitute a single
process, a whole of which they are all parts and in which they belong together in a
specially intimate way. And the first aim of the historian, when he is asked to
explain some event or other, is to see it as part of such a process, to locate it in its
context by mentioning other events with which it is bound up.?”

Such a process can be used in explaining historical periods as well as events. For

e

Walsh, such descriptors as “the rise of the gentry,” “the Romantic movement,” “the

7 ‘“”

age of reform,” “the evolution of Parliament,” “the Enlightenment,” and “the
Industrial Revolution” were all examples of colligatory concepts.?'° Each of these terms,
in other words, acts as a master concept chosen for its ability to unify — and thus
more easily manipulate — large collections of historical events that have some
relevant thematic relationship. So, where Whewell might have been seeking a general
law that could gather together a variety of natural phenomena under a common

cause, Walsh was instead seeking for just this kind of general, but singular, concept.

The first thing to note about such an approach is its increased emphasis on context
rather than reduction. While colligation is not a purely contextualist theory of history,

Walsh does seek to explain smaller events by gathering them up within greater
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events and/or periods, thus building up larger historical entities which could
constitute an (at least partial) explanation of their component events. And these
entities / concepts are necessarily defined as much by what they are not as by what
they are. Concepts like “the Industrial Revolution,” for instance, can mean little
without being understood as a revolution against something. In this way the legacy of
medieval feudalism, for example, might become part of an explanation for the rise of
Victorian capitalism. This is in stark contrast to the reductionist tendencies of
covering lawyers such as Hempel and Gardiner, who sought to show historical
events as the expression of general laws — a narrow approach which made the
explanation of anything other than the most circumscribed of historical
events/objects infeasible. The key difference that enabled Walsh to claim this
approach for history was also the single major point of difference between his
colligation and Gardiner's covering law theory — it simply was not part of Walsh's
project, as it was Gardiner's, to bring out the supposed common form of all
knowledge. Walsh had no philosophical axe to grind, and was perfectly happy to
describe an explanatory method for history alone. Indeed, for Walsh, colligation was a
methodological process rather than any fundamental property of knowledge,
historical or otherwise. Where Gardiner's attempt to define historical explanation
was normative and reductive, Walsh's was descriptive and contextual — trying to
tackle what historians actually do, rather than what they should do. The colligatory
process, he argued, “is one which historians do use,” and therefore “any account of

historical explanation should find a place for it.”?"

Interestingly, this difference of approach can be seen more clearly when one
considers the similarities between Walsh's colligation and Gardiner's dispositional

analysis. Consider the extended example Walsh makes of Hitler's actions in 1936:

If an historian is asked to explain a particular historical event I think he is often
inclined to begin his explanation by saying that the event in question is to be seen
as part of a general movement which was going on at the time. Thus Hitler's
reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936 might be elucidated by reference to the
general policy of German self-assertion and expansion which Hitler pursued from
the time of his accession to power. Mention of this policy, and specification of
earlier and later steps in carrying it out, such as the repudiation of unilateral
disarmament, the German withdrawal from the League of Nations, the absorption
of Austria and the incorporation of the Sudetenland, do in fact serve to render the
isolated action more intelligible. And they do it by enabling us to locate that action

211 Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History. p.62. Walsh also argues that: “we cannot help
being struck” by historians' use of a method of enquiry which “fits the idealist better than the
positivist theory.” See: Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History. p.59.
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in its context...?!?

Note that the events ostensibly being explained in this example are seen as flowing
from Hitler's “general policy of German self-assertion and expansion.” The
“reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936” is being explained, at least in part, with
reference to the conscious intentions of an historical actor, whose motives we might
hope to come to some understanding of. Indeed, Walsh went even further than this,
arguing — as Gardiner might — that mental causation was the most important factor
within his model of historical explanation because “actions are, broadly speaking, the
realisation of purposes, and because a single purpose or policy can find expression in
a whole series of actions, whether carried out by one person or by several, we can say
in an intelligible sense that some historical events are intrinsically related.”?* This
then, despite the difference of its approach, remains a view of history driven by
conscious human purpose. One would expect, therefore, Walsh's model to be unable
(much like Gardiner's model) to account for mental causation which was not
explicitly intentional. And indeed, in the above form, it is. But this problem, which
had effectively ruined Gardiner's attempt to account for historical explanation by
making a small concession within the form of covering law theory, presents Walsh
with consequences far less dire. Where Gardiner had placed himself in a position
where a single exception could potentially demolish his entire thesis, Walsh tackles

the problem descriptively:

Certainly historians speak of general movements which characterise particular
ages: the Enlightenment, the Romantic movements, the age of reform in
nineteenth-century England, the rise of monopoly capitalism. But can it be held
with any plausibility that these movements are in every case deliberate attempts to
give expression to a coherent policy? Of many of them at least any such claim
would be palpably untrue. No doubt there are some movements in history — that
for legal reform in Great Britain in the early years of the last century would be an
example... but they seem to be the exception rather than the rule in history.?*

But this can be “admitted without sacrificing the main point of our theory,” argues
Walsh, for while “it is absurd to look on history as a series of deliberate movements,”
it is also absurd to “ignore the truth that men do sometimes pursue coherent
policies.” If one were to colligate events relevant to the concept “World War Two,” for

example, one would certainly be required to take account of the conscious and

deliberate plans of the Nazis to conquer Europe. Therefore, applications for a

212 Ibid., p.59.
213 Ibid., pp.59-60.
214 Ibid., p.60.
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relatively straightforward dispositional model do exist.*> It is a good deal more
difficult, on the other hand, to argue for a colligation such as “the Industrial
Revolution” being the result of deliberate, individual action. Of this criticism, Walsh

argued:

A historical process, like a man's career, is the product of chance and opposition as
well as of purpose and intention; the various stages of which it consists have
accordingly only a relatively loose unity. But this is not to say that it cannot be
properly treated as a single development. Nor is it to admit that such unity as it
possesses is like that possessed by, say, a spell of bad weather, the later part of
which grows mechanically out of the earlier.?®
In other words, the essential logic of the colligatory process was the same in both
cases. Thus the difficulty that plagued Gardiner was robbed of much of its lethal
force. Rather than claiming that dispositional analysis must be used in a nomothetic
fashion to justify knowledge claims in human history, Walsh is instead offering us a
more general way of thinking about the construction of large-scale historical concepts
from smaller events/objects. The exact nature of the connections used in such a
construction was of much less interest to him - they might be conscious,
unconscious, or utterly mechanical. Where Gardiner had attempted to precisely
define the form such connections must take — either covering laws derived from the
nomothetic sciences or the dispositional analysis of his own design — Walsh's
emphasis was instead on the overall process by which the multiple connections and
influences were brought to bear upon their colligatory target.”’” This is a very
promising line of argument, and we will encounter something recognisably similar,

developed into a model which can cover all historical science, in Chapter Six.

Walsh, like Gardiner, was attempting to fashion a middle way between the
nomothetic and empathic models, having formulated his idea of colligation, as
William Dray has observed, “in response to an apparent need to choose between
positivist and idealist theories of historical understanding.”?® In practice, however,
Walsh was a far greater friend to the idealists than the positivists, stating in his 1967
reflection on the history of colligation that its initial formulation was intended as “an
attempt to find a plausible version of the Idealist theory of history.”?” And that

plausibility, it seems, was to be obtained through a rejection of the view that empathy

215 Ibid., pp.60-61.

216 Walsh, 'Colligatory Concepts in History,' p.135.

217 Ibid., p.128.

218 Dray, 'Colligation Under Appropriate Conceptions,’ p.38.
219 Walsh, 'Colligatory Concepts in History,' p.134.
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was the proper basis for historical knowledge. To state that historians “must
penetrate behind the phenomena they study is one thing,” Walsh writes, but “to hold
that such penetration is achieved by an intuitive act is something very different.” *°
On this much at least, Walsh and Gardiner were in agreement. Walsh's colligation is
therefore best understood as an attempt to replace that ailing epistemology with
something more empirically defensible while still preserving existing historical
practice and historical autonomy. But where Gardiner was struggling to preserve
historical autonomy while simultaneously wuniting historical and scientific
explanation, Walsh ceded the latter goal entirely. Historical explanation could not be
adequately captured with a nomothetic system, Walsh argued, no matter how much it
might be modified. Therefore, the system Walsh chose to offer in place of empathy

not only claimed no ties with the sciences, but desired none.

Colligation and the Beginnings of Narrative

While colligation is an interesting conceptual device for collecting historical events
together under a common descriptor, it seems quite clear that this process alone
cannot constitute the entirety of historical explanation. For example, we might claim
that (speaking in terms of colligation) “World War Two” is a term which collects
together and expresses the thematic unity of a large number of otherwise
disconnected battles and political divisions. But this operation alone will not tell us
all we might wish to know about the myriad causes and effects of those battles and
divisions. We cannot give a satisfactory explanation of the Battle of the Bulge, for
instance, by simply stating that it was a part of World War Two. There is clearly much
more which might be said of it. This is a serious problem which emerges when one
tries to make colligation alone shoulder the burden of an entire historical
epistemology. Walsh himself was aware of this, conceding that some additional
explanatory mechanism was needed in order to establish his claim to have devised
an epistemic alternative to both covering law theory and empathic idealism.
Colligation, he argued, “needs to be supplemented by further processes if historical
explanation is to be complete.”?! The mechanism Walsh chose for this supplementary
role was narrative. And so it is at this point that Walsh's credentials as being among
the first of the post-Hempelian narrativist philosophers of history begins to emerge.

Although Walsh (like many who followed him) never properly defined the term, it is

220 Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History. p.57.
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clear from his usage that he intended narrative to be an explanatory mechanism
which focused on historical evidence, rather than presuming to “re-experience” the
“inner” thoughts and subjective experiences of historical actors. The historian's desire
to fashion a “coherent whole” from their particular area of study, Walsh argued, was
instead accomplished by looking, “for certain dominant concepts or leading ideas by
which to illuminate his facts, to trace connections between those ideas themselves,
and then to show how the detailed facts become intelligible in the light of them by

constructing a 'significant' narrative.”*?

Walsh contrasted this idea of “significant” narrative with that of a “plain” narrative.
A “plain” narrative, he argued, was an “exact description of what happened,” whereas
the “significant” narrative “goes beyond” description and “aims not merely at saying

77223

what happened but also at (in some sense) explaining it.”** Yet, despite the obvious
importance of these comparative terms for Walsh, he does not define what narrative
itself is. In the chapter of An Introduction to the Philosophy of History devoted to
historical explanation, for example, he spends several pages decisively rejecting both
the empathic idealism of Collingwood and the doctrinaire nature of the covering law
theory advanced as its replacement. Yet he does not develop narrative as part of his
solution. Instead, he merely restates his idea of colligation as an alternative to both,
albeit an alternative drawn from the actual practice of historians rather than from
abstract principles of philosophy. Even as he does this, however, he again concedes
that colligation “while of great importance, could not constitute the whole nature of
historical explanation.” But then neither, he continues, could the covering law model.

“Our general result,” he concludes, “can be summarised by saying that history is... a

form of knowledge with features peculiar to itself...”?*

Narrative is clearly extremely important to Walsh's vision of history. Not only does it
complement colligation, it also appears to be the distinguishing feature of historical
explanation — one of the “features peculiar” that is not empathy, but is not scientific
either. Yet we are left in the dark as to precisely what he means by the term, at least in
the Introduction to the Philosophy of History. Fortunately, he comes much closer to
defining his vision of narrative in a 1958 reply to criticism from the philosopher

Arthur Danto. In this short paper he writes:

222 Ibid., p.61.
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If the word “cause” is taken in a broad sense, as by Aristotle, who used it in
reference to dispositional and teleological explanations as well as explanations in
terms of efficient causes, we may say that historical narrative is essentially
characterized by the presence of causal words and phrases; from the point of view
of the logician, this is just what makes it intriguing.*
What Walsh appears to be saying here is that narratives (presumably those
“significant” narratives which contain explanatory content) invoke causal phrases,
but that we cannot be sure ahead of time what the relevant causes might be in any
given historical explanation. We must, therefore, be somewhat liberal with respect to
the kinds of events and processes we will grant the title of “cause.” In this view, a
“significant” narrative is simply a “plain” narrative (i.e., a mere description of
events) with the missing causal links between events filled in. And, by linking events
causally, it might be reasonably said that they are explained. It is precisely this form
of explanation, Walsh appears to be arguing, which underlies the practice of history,

including his own notion of colligation.

But there is another problem here. Given this liberal definition of the word “cause,”
we could argue — as Popper, Hempel, or Gardiner might — that each of these causal
links should ideally be directly deducible from general laws. If this were the case, the
result would be an almost textbook example of the covering law thesis, with each
step of the particular narrative at issue being shown to be the necessary product of
general laws. Indeed, Walsh skirts precisely such a “laws in history” argument in
Introduction to the Philosophy of History, but ultimately withdraws from it for the
familiar reason that it is simply too difficult to make the necessary deductions in
actual historical practice. Nor is it clear that such deductions, even if they were
possible, would help explain the kinds of events/objects in which historians are
interested. And regardless of whether or not it is possible, Walsh argues, historians

simply do not do this:

we have rejected the main contention of the idealists about historical
explanation and argued that it involves some sort of reference to general truths.
This may seem to commit us without further ado to some form of the positivist
thesis... But before accepting that conclusion we ought perhaps to take a closer
look at the actual practice of historians. If we do that we cannot help being struck
by their use of a procedure which fits the idealist better than the positivist theory,
the procedure of explaining an event by tracing its intrinsic relations to other
events and locating it in its historical context.”*

225 Walsh, "Plain' and 'Significant' Narrative in History,' pp.482-483.
226 Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History. p.59.
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What Walsh is doing here is making, in a roundabout way, the point that causal
events/objects in history are usually not directly deducible from any known general
laws, and that even if they were, it is their proximately unique (as opposed to the
purely general) aspects which are doing the explaining. For example, the fact that it
rained heavily before the Battle of Waterloo is sometimes thought to have been a
significant causal factor in that battle's outcome, having turned the battlefield to
mud. Regardless of whether or not this was the case, if one wished to invoke heavy
rain as a causal factor, it would be of little help to follow the nomothetic “laws in
history” approach and make reference to, for example, atmospheric physics and the
chemistry of water absorption in soil. Certainly these would be admirably general
processes which we might expect to be able to identify wherever and whenever it
rains. But it is not these processes themselves which are doing the explaining in this
case. What is explanatory is that it rained in that particular place and at that particular
time. We have no reason, of course, to think that the place and time of the rain are not
also somehow determined by natural laws. But to demonstrate this link is difficult
(likely impossible), and successfully doing so would add little or nothing to our
explanation that could not be made equally clear by simply stating “it rained before
the Battle of Waterloo, turning the battlefield to mud” and producing the evidence by
which we make such a claim. And it is this latter kind of particularistic causation in
which historians are interested and which forms the basic causal connections of
Walsh's “significant” narratives. In this sense, Walsh really is offering colligation and
narrative as alternatives to “some sort of reference to general truths.” This makes
possible an alternative model of explanation, yet does not require Walsh to
recapitulate the idealist assertion that history and the sciences inhabit

incommensurable worlds — one mental and one material.

Walsh and the Nomothetic Assumption

As we have just seen, Walsh's treatment of colligation and his inchoate idea of
narrative leave us with an unmistakable impression that Walsh was actively
attempting to avoid direct reference to “general truths” in historical explanation. The
question that faces us now is why? The answer can be found, once again, in the
nomothetic assumption, and what the admission of “general truths” into historical
explanation would mean for Walsh's model. Having absorbed so much of the idealist

program, Walsh was convinced that history was purely a study of unique particulars.
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“The central preoccupation of the historian,” he wrote in the Introduction, “is not with
generalities, but with the precise course of individual events: it is this which he hopes
to recount and render intelligible.”?”” Walsh takes this general/particular division a
good deal further, however, by arguing that the epistemology of such a vision of
history must also avoid any direct connection to general truths. By doing this, Walsh
is attempting to hold history completely apart from the sciences, thus allowing it to
formulate its own rules. This is necessary because, if it were not done, history might
become philosophically answerable to science. For Walsh, in the grip of a nomothetic
assumption and much closer to the heat and light of the covering law debate, this
would be functionally equivalent to admitting that Popper and Hempel were right,
and that history must be transformed into a deductive enterprise in the likeness of
physics. Walsh was understandably anxious to avoid such an outcome, and
attempted to forestall it by postulating his ideas of colligation and narrative as purely
particularistic modes of explanation. These epistemic devices, he claimed, did not
proceed from “general truths” and thus represented knowledge of an entirely
different kind, not beholden to the kinds of methods Popper and Hempel advocated.
History was, as we have already seen him claim, “a form of knowledge with features

peculiar to itself...”?*

But this claim to historical autonomy, of course, only makes sense if one accepts the
premiss that science is only the study of the general through nomothetic laws. The
corollary to this is that, if history cannot work with general laws, then it can only be
the study of the particular. This is clearly an assumption which exercises considerable
influence over Walsh. And yet there is nothing in Walsh's stated ideas regarding
colligation and narrative which necessitates or adequately justifies such a separation
between history and the sciences. It had to be presupposed. This is, once again, the
nomothetic assumption in action. If science could intrude into the particular, or be
shown to utilise concepts such as historical colligation and/or narrative, this would
negate Walsh's premiss and his entire argument would collapse. There would be no
difference left to defend between the two (at least if we accept Walsh's other
arguments). Nor would there be any need to even argue for such a difference in the
first place, as the consequences of admitting a role for “general truths” would no
longer be quite so dire. Thus, once again, the nomothetic assumption is implicated in

the formulation of history's own self-image and in the separatist impulse it exhibits.
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In order to more precisely ascertain the depth of the nomothetic assumption in

Walsh's thinking, it will be necessary to briefly examine his vision of science.

To his credit, Walsh's view of science avoids several of the most common idealist
misconceptions. Of the view that historical knowledge — being concerned with
events/objects in the unreachable past — is thus a substantively different kind of
knowledge from the sciences, Walsh replies, “it is not true that the scientist is
concerned with the present to the exclusion of the past” citing geology and
paleontology as examples of backwards-looking sciences.”” Moreover, he also is
careful to rule out the inverse conclusion (that geology and paleontology should be
declared history rather than science) by arguing that it cannot be held that “history is,
without qualification, a study of the past” as a whole, for “there are large portions of
the past of which history... takes no cognisance whatever.” Thus, the mere act of
examining past events cannot be sufficient to establish history's autonomy, for this
would gather disciplines we would still wish to call sciences into history's net.
History then, for Walsh, is just “the past of human beings.”*° This, of course, is a
fairly typical conclusion among philosophers of history, and is a largely reasonable

one. Certainly it admits of fewer errors of categorisation.

More important, however, is the view of science with which Walsh compares this
recognisably idealist definition of history. He initially argues that to call an area of
study a science is to assert that it is “a body of knowledge acquired as the result of an
attempt to study a certain subject-matter in a methodical way, following a
determinate set of principles.” Yet, seemingly aware of the shortcomings of such a
definition, which would allow a “railway timetable or a telephone directory,” to be
counted as scientific, Walsh moves quickly to qualify it. These examples are to be
refused scientific status because “we tend to employ the word 'scientific' only where
we have to do with a body of general propositions.”*! Rather than attempt any form

of “ultimate” explanation, he writes, scientists:

... are content with the far more modest task of building up a system of observed
uniformities in terms of which they hope to elucidate any situation which falls to
be examined. Given any such situation, their procedure is to show that it
exemplifies one or more general laws, which can themselves be seen to follow
from, or connect with, other laws of a wider character. The main features of this

229 Ibid., pp.30-31.
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process are, first, that it consists in the resolution of particular events into cases of
general laws, and secondly that it involves nothing more than an external view of
the phenomena under considerations (since the scientist is not professing to reveal
the purpose behind them).*?
This quote is particularly salient with respect to Walsh's understanding of the
“procedure” of doing science. This is, in essence, a nod to Whewell's idea of scientific
colligation. For Whewell, the procedure of colligation in science was based around
the idea of laws. For Walsh, while the procedure in history was still that of
colligation, the explanatory structure toward which that process was oriented was
something very different: a significant narrative expressing a colligatory concept.
When considered in tandem with Walsh's desire to reject empathic notions of a
separate dimension of mind (thus effectively claiming that history and science
inhabit the same epistemic world), the only remaining substantive difference between
the colligation of Whewell and that of Walsh — and thus between science and history
— was the degree to which laws and/or bodies of “general propositions” were
involved in their construction. We say “degree” here because, as we have already
hinted, it was extremely difficult for Walsh to argue that general propositions are
never involved in historical narrative or colligation. They clearly are, even if they
could not carry the explanatory load the covering lawyers might have wished for
them. Walsh clearly acknowledged this. History, he wrote, “differs from the natural
sciences in that it is not the aim of the historian to formulate a system of general laws;
but this does not mean that no such laws are presupposed in historical thinking.”
Thus, while the historian must ultimately “appeal to general propositions in the
course of his study,” he “does not make these explicit in the same way as the scientist
does.”?* Thus, in formulating his model of historical explanation by colligation and
'significant' narrative, Walsh chose to eschew any direct reference to laws and
attempted to focus historical explanation solely on the particular. In this way, Walsh
claimed to have cultivated a different and wholly unique relationship between

historical knowledge and the “general propositions” of the sciences.

Colligation versus Classification

Despite his admission that the historian must sometimes “make appeal to general

propositions,” Walsh's colligation (and presumably his idea of narrative, had he
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developed it sufficiently) relied heavily on the idea that historical explanation must
use a particularistic colligation. This was a point he strongly insisted upon throughout
his career. “It seems clear,” he argued in his 1967 paper, “that the subjects of
discourse which are designated by colligating phrases are one and all complex
particulars: each of them has a temporal and also a spatial spread ('the rise of the
bourgeoisie in western Europe')” Whatever complications the subject matter might
present, Walsh argues, generally the historian finds “a set of events which can be
intelligibly treated as the vicissitudes of a single subject.”?** This would seem to be
another way of saying that colligatory concepts must be of the form “the American
Revolution,” rather than merely “a revolution.” The former is a colligation, the latter a
classification. But classification, when seen from the general/particular mindset
nurtured by the nomothetic assumption, must necessarily be more appropriate to the
sciences, as it is consistent with their attempts to subsume phenomena under “general
truths.” And so Walsh becomes a prisoner of his own division of historical from
scientific knowledge. He must insist on the pure particularity of colligation in order
to satisfy his own pronouncements regarding the nature of science and its differences
from history. This would be excusable if such a particularistic emphasis could
adequately capture the “actual practices” of historians from which Walsh claims to
have drawn his model. Sadly, there are reasons to believe it cannot. To this end, let us
examine just one example in which even the historical practice which Walsh was so
keen to protect — to say nothing at all of theory — must make reference to the general
in order to be intelligible. This is the difference highlighted by the philosopher C.

Behan McCullagh between colligation and classification.

McCullagh's paper on this subject, entitled 'Colligation and Classification in
History,”® was primarily an examination not only of Walsh's concept of colligation,
but also of its reception by subsequent authors. Throughout the paper, however,
McCullagh returns several times to the question of how the concept of colligation
balances notions of the particular and the general. Because of this, Walsh's strong
insistence on the particularistic nature of his colligation is of great interest to
McCullagh. Of the long history and multiple revisions Walsh made to the concept,
McCullagh writes:

What Walsh has insisted upon throughout is that the processes of historical
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change, by means of which historical events are colligated, are unique. Such
processes as the British Industrial Revolution or the Romantic movement are what
Walsh has called “complex particulars” and “concrete universals.” The events
which make up these processes or movements give concrete expression to ideas
shared universally by the people who initiated them. The processes are unique,
Walsh has maintained, because the ideas underlying them are unique. The terms
referring to or naming these processes, therefore, are always singular, not
general .

But this, McCullagh argued, was far too restrictive. For it rejected the possibility of

any general process ever playing a role in a colligatory concept. He continues:

If Walsh is right and all the processes by which historical events are colligated are
unique, then to colligate events by reference to those processes cannot be to
classify the group of events involved. One can classify a group of events only by
means of a general concept, that is, by showing that the features of the group are
common to those of other groups to which the same concept applies. For
colligation to be an instance of classification, the process by means of which events
are colligated must be to some extent common, not unique, and the term referring
to that process general, not singular.?
While McCullagh has much to say about the philosophical merits of Walsh's
insistence that colligation must be a purely particularistic process, he has
comparatively little to say about why Walsh resisted “admitting that colligatory
concepts can be general.” McCullagh largely attributes Walsh's reluctance to his
“belief that the unity of the historical processes to which colligatory terms refer is
achieved in only one way, by means of unique sets of ideas which direct them.”?*
That is, McCullagh believed that it was Walsh's focus on the content of the ideas
which motivated colligations like “the Industrial Revolution” that led to his
emphasis on particularity. But to limit the allowable content of a colligatory concept,
McCullagh argues, is to cripple colligation as an explanatory mechanism. For there
are potentially many other ways to skin the colligatory cat, many of which involve

the use of general concepts.

McCullagh had two key objections to Walsh's assertion that historical colligation
could only be so-called in particular situations where the colligatory concept being
deployed expresses the ideas which animated the event/object to be explained. The
first, according to McCullagh, was that while “some of the processes to which
colligatory concepts refer are unified by a common set of ideas, others are unified

simply by the form of the change in a subject which they constitute.” That is, one
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could reasonably colligate a collection of historical events, objects, and processes as
“a revolution,” without having any knowledge at all of the specific ideas which
drove it.*° Such a colligation would be a description of the form of a change only,
rather than the underlying idea it expressed. From our point of view, this is a
relatively minor point. The second of McCullagh's objections, however, was more
serious. Although “some colligatory concepts which refer to processes unified by a
common set of ideas are singular,” McCullagh writes, “others are general, since such
processes sometimes do occur more than once in history.”?* In other words, a
concept like “renaissance,” even if defined in a relatively strict sense — McCullagh
offers “a “revived interest in and influence by the cultural of classical Rome” — is still
a far more general concept than its typical deployment (“the Renaissance”) would

suggest, for “there have been several periods of renaissance.”?"!

For McCullagh, terms like “revolution” are “formal colligatory concepts” in that they
indicate the form but not the content of a historical process. Because of this, they are
often deployed with “another word indicating the subject of change, as in 'social
revolution,' 'scientific revolution,’ and 'revolution in government.” While this usage
pattern helps give a general term like “revolution” a more particularistic focus, such
formal terms still say “nothing about the ideas behind instances of changes to which
they could refer.” Thus, McCullagh argues, even a term like “scientific revolution,”
which seems quite uncontroversial in terms of its subject, leaves open the question of

the ideas which animated it. Nor is this an isolated example. To this list could be
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added such terms as : “evolution,” “growth,” “decay,” “polarization” and “conflict.”
Thus, despite Walsh's particularistic commitments, his concept of colligation is not
specific enough. An unwanted generality also intrudes, McCullagh continues, with
colligatory concepts that, while they are not mute with respect to their animating
ideas, can nevertheless apply to multiple unrelated processes. His primary example
is the concept of “renaissance,” but he also points out that there are arguments which
might be made for multiple periods of “enlightenment” in Europe. And, like the
above examples of formal colligatory concepts, this list too is potentially endless.
“Feudalism,” he argues, “has been discovered, not only in Europe, but also in Japan.

And there have been many instances of mercantilism and imperialism, capitalism

239 Moreover, McCullagh argued, this was not merely a theoretical objection, but a practical one:
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and socialism, nationalism and fascism.”?*?

As this brief summary makes clear, McCullagh makes some extremely valuable
points, all of which suggest that it was a good deal more difficult to maintain the
notion of history as being purely a study of the particularistic than Walsh had
supposed. McCullagh's case for admitting at least something of the general into
history is compelling, and this thesis has no wish to add to his substantive
arguments. We are, however, in a position to augment McCullagh's account of why
Walsh chose to insist on the particularistic nature of colligation. We might offer, for
instance, our own observation that Walsh's very definition of colligation demanded an
emphasis on particularism. This was necessary in order to secure history's autonomy
from scientific explanation, and thus avoid the difficulties of accounting for historical
explanation in terms of “general truths” that the lack of such autonomy was thought
to require. We are also in a position to see a plausible reason for something else
which puzzled McCullagh. With reference to Walsh's paper 'Colligatory Concepts in
History,’ McCullagh observes that, despite his particularistic emphasis, Walsh
“repeatedly referred to colligation as a process of generalization,” using such terms
as “summative generalization” and “large-scale generalizing history.” Walsh even
went so far, McCullagh notes, as to devote “a section of the essay to the problems of
generalization associated with colligation, the dangers of over-simplification and
consequent distortion of the past.”?*® What McCullagh saw as confusion and
contradiction on Walsh's part, however, is neatly explained by the very difference we
established earlier between Walsh's colligation and Whewell's — the role of laws. For
Walsh, colligations are generalisations. But they are generalisations of their own
separate and unique kind, built up out of pure particulars through a mechanism of
narratives. That is, they aren't generalities built from, or seeking to establish, “general
truths.” That is the aim of scientific explanation, which Walsh considers something
entirely separate. Understanding Walsh's desire to keep historical explanation and
scientific explanation separate therefore allows us to make sense of what otherwise

appears to be a schizophrenic use of the term “generalization.”

242 Tbid., pp.272-273.

243 Ibid., p.271.

244 This same distinction, we might also note, can also make sense of McCullagh's claim that “Walsh
must have been aware that scientists also interpret natural facts by means of colligation, since he
acknowledged a debt to Whewell's account of the function of colligation in science.” See:
McCullagh, 'Colligation and Classification in History,' p.267. As we have seen, Walsh certainly was
aware that colligation was possible in the sciences. But Whewell's vision of colligation, as we have
argued, was rooted in general laws. Walsh saw his own version of colligation as rooted in
narratives. Thus we can reasonably conclude that, for Walsh, the admission that colligatory
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So, while McCullagh's purpose was not to pursue the consequences of these
arguments, it should be apparent (in light of our own discussion of Walsh) that they
broadly support our conclusion that there is no compelling philosophical justification
for Walsh's insistence on particularism as necessary for every stage of historical
explanation and the point of its separation from the sciences. Yet, for Walsh, having
conceded that the subject matter of history was not fundamentally different to that of
the sciences, such a separation was essentially the only difference left between history
and the sciences. It can reasonably be concluded, therefore, that Walsh's attachment
to idealism, when coupled with his nomothetic assumptions regarding science, goes
a long way toward explaining his insistence upon particularism as a fundamental
property of historical explanation. And this, while certainly a serious flaw in Walsh's
philosophy of history, has even greater consequences than might initially be
supposed. For Walsh (like many other early narrativists) never offered a strong
definition of narrative, despite it being a cornerstone of his reconstruction of
idealism. But because Walsh also believed that the epistemic tools of the sciences
were denied him because history could not be meaningfully nomothetic, his notions
of narrative and colligation were required to be much more than merely methods and
interpretive concepts. They were required to provide the epistemic basis for what
was widely perceived as an autonomous discipline completely apart from the
sciences — to stand in the place of the absent laws. This they were simply unable to
do. This was not necessarily because they were conceptually weak, but because they

were simply being asked to do too much.

In closing then, it should be remembered that the extended examples of Gardiner and
Walsh have been used here to illustrate the profound change in the terms upon
which the philosophy of history was conducted in the aftermath of the covering law
attack. The boundaries between the old positivist and idealist camps were beginning
to soften. Empathy and re-enactment were discredited as methods, as was the tacit
claim that the only interesting aspects of history lay in the minds of long dead
historical actors. Narrative was beginning to emerge as an alternative to both
idealism and positivism. On the other side of the aisle, the covering law debate had

moved from a nineteenth century “laws of history” mode to the “laws in history”

concepts need not be particular was functionally equivalent to admitting that colligation could be
classification. And this would destroy precisely the distinction between scientific and historical
colligation he was trying to establish.
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mode of Popper and Hempel. And yet, while Maurice Mandelbaum, in dubbing
those authors constituting the narrativist backlash against covering law theory
“reactionists,” was careful to distinguish them from old idealists like Collingwood
and Croce,* it seems that their attempts to move beyond the nineteenth century
positivist/idealist dichotomy had succeeded only in rehabilitating it. For despite the
stated declarations of both authors to walk some kind of middle path in this age-old
dispute, this chapter has shown that both can be better understood as having merely
stripped some of the more implausible arguments away from either side, leaving the
central division intact. Between Gardiner's desire to rescue a nomothetic approach to
history from one of its most potent criticisms and Walsh's stated intent to find a
“plausible” idealism, both authors were still recognisably foot-soldiers for the

positivist and idealist traditions respectively.

”a

245 Maurice Mandelbaum, 'Historical Explanation: The Problem of “Covering Laws”,' History and
Theory. Vol. 1, No. 3 (1961). pp.229-230.
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Chapter Three

“The Rise of Narrative”

Where Chapter Two attempted to examine the intellectual transformation undergone
by the philosophy of history in response to the covering law assault, Chapter Three
will seek to deal with the narrativist movement which was its eventual result.
Growing from Walsh's hesitant first steps, narrativism would go on to become one of
the leading concepts in the philosophy of history, and remains so even to this day.
Our first aim in this chapter will be to attempt to show something of how narrative
came to this prominence. This will be achieved through close readings of the work of
several prominent philosophers of history who used narrative as a device by which
the creaking old edifice of empathic idealism might be abandoned, yet subsumption
into the nomothetic sciences avoided. By doing this, we shall see that there were two
ways in which this narrative vision of history was articulated. First — as we shall see
in the examples of William Dray and Arthur Danto — there was an attempt to build a
narrative philosophy of history which adhered to the logical principles of analytical
philosophy. That is, authors like Dray and Danto attempted to offer an explanatory
mechanism that was unique to history, but still empirically grounded and logically
defensible. While their authors perceived such systems as separate from the sciences,
they were still in some sense compatible with them. History still explained, in other
words. It merely did so using its own unique methods and concepts. This is a
continuation of the kind of argument we saw deployed by W. H. Walsh in the
previous chapter, and is what we shall mean by the term “epistemic-narrativism.”
The second way in which narrative was deployed, however, was to emphasise the
overlap in meaning between the words “narrative” and “fiction.” We shall see
examples of this approach in the work of W. B. Gallie and Louis Mink. This approach
marginalised or ignored entirely the difficult problems of method and justification
with which authors like Dray and Danto were wrestling, in favour of declaring
history a predominantly literary exercise — the narratives of which could thus claim
little or no correspondence with the past. History did not explain so much as it

emplotted. This, in turn, is the intended referent of the term “literary-narrativism.”

Regardless of which of these approaches are deployed, however, the second aim of
Chapter Three will be to demonstrate that, for all of these authors, narrative was
valued as the basis for a philosophy of history precisely because it seemed to provide

a good fit for the form of historical explanation, yet was not considered a concern that

121



science could have. This useful quality helps to explain why narrative succeeded in the
wake of the Popper/Hempel thesis. Yet this key axiom upon which narrativism was
predicated itself flowed from the assumption that science was only the pursuit of
general laws from which particular truths might be deduced. Whatever role narrative
played in history — literary or epistemic — it certainly didn't appear to fit that
definition. Therefore, while there was argument regarding the exact nature of
narrative and the precise nature of its explanatory role in history, it became an
unchallenged axiom that history — so long as it were based in narrative — simply
could not be science. This also helps to explain why the literary-narrative view, in the
form of the so-called “linguistic turn,” has more recently emerged as the dominant
strand in contemporary philosophy of history. For epistemic-narrativists like Dray
and Danto were (like Walsh) largely unable to provide a convincing epistemnic account
of what narrative was, and thus how historical explanation functioned. And the
reason for that failure, Chapter Three will argue, was the nomothetic assumption. For
where literary-narrativists could choose to simply ignore questions of explanation
and justification by asserting that history was essentially fiction, epistemic-
narrativists could afford no such luxury. And yet, having used the nomothetic
assumption to cut off narrative from the sciences, epistemic-narrativists could not
then draw upon the intellectual resources of science to provide better definitions of
narrative. Defining narrative in scientific terms was simply not considered. It
couldn't be, as the very reason for the development of narrative philosophy of history
in the first place was as an alternative to the scientism seen as the covert aim of the
covering law model. The examples of Chapter Three, therefore, will bring our
examination of the nomothetic assumption throughout twentieth century philosophy
of history up to the present. This will conclude Part One of this thesis and complete
our demonstration that there is both a persistent nomothetic assumption running
through much of modern philosophy of history, and that said assumption has played

an important role in the definition and self-image of history as a discipline.

An excellent place to begin our examination of the isolation of narrativist philosophy
of history from the sciences is with the work of William Dray. A former pupil of W. H.
Walsh, Dray was situated squarely in the middle of the emerging narrative
movement. His work on historical explanation owes a clear debt to Walsh, yet is not
uncritical of him. More importantly, Dray's own work built on several of Walsh's

chronically underdeveloped ideas, including narrative. Dray attempted to articulate,
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in a way that Walsh had not, in just what sense a narrative might be said to actually
explain. In addition to this, Dray also directly and thoroughly tackled the question of
the role of nomothetic laws in history. In his 1957 book Laws and Explanation in
History,** Dray offered a detailed examination of the relevance of the covering law
position for historians, squarely challenging both strong covering law theory and the
weaker variant which argues that the theory might be made to fit historical
explanations with only minor modification. With respect to the latter argument, Dray
takes particular aim at Patrick Gardiner, using his introduction to position Laws and
Explanation as a reply to Gardiner's The Nature of Historical Explanation.*” This makes
Dray even more valuable as an example, given that we have already seen something
of Gardiner's vision of historical explanation in the previous chapter. But while
acknowledging Gardiner's concessions to “what the historian actually does” in his
modification of covering law theory, Dray ultimately argues that the covering law
model cannot possibly capture all aspects of historical explanation without being
modified into non-existence.”® The model itself, Dray argued, was “so misleading
that it ought to be abandoned as a basic account of what it is to give an explanation.”
With this in mind, Dray set about the task of discrediting any possibility of applying
covering law theory to history, arguing that its rigorous application would have the
result that “more will sometimes be read into an historical example than is actually

there,” as well as causing “important features which are there” to “pass unnoticed.”*”’

William Dray's Model of Historical Explanation

As a strident critic of the application of covering law theory to history then, Dray was
clearly no friend of the nomothetic neo-positivists. But neither was he a defender of
empathic idealism. While sympathetic to empathy as a means of contextualising
what one has learnt about an historical actor — that is, as a source of understanding
rather than of actual new information — Dray was careful to argue that historical

explanation must ultimately be defensible in terms of evidence:

It is therefore worth my denying explicitly that what I have called rational
explanation is in any damaging sense beyond empirical inquiry... it has an
inductive, empirical side, for we build up to explanatory equilibrium from the
evidence. To get inside Disraeli's shoes the historian does not simply ask himself:

246 William Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1957.
247 Ibid., pp.13-21.

248 Ibid., p.29.

249 Ibid., p.19. (emphasis in original)
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'What would I have done?; he reads Disraeli's dispatches, his letters, his
speeches...”
Dissatisfied with both the positivist and idealist approaches, Dray set out to
formulate a model of historical explanation which did not depend on either. His
work on this problem began with his 1954 paper 'Explanatory Narrative in History.'*!

Here, Dray stated the general problem as follows:

In thus insisting that any logically reputable explanation must be 'covered' by
general statements of some kind, exponents of the model make no secret of the
alternative account which they wish to forestall. It is the view, often found in
philosophizing about history, that what is needed in order to explain a historical
subject matter is not general knowledge of the kind the various sciences provide,
but a special sort of insight, which will enable the individual connections between
events to be 'seen’ immediately.>”
This whole dichotomy is totally misconceived, Dray argued, for there are “certain
logical features of what we would ordinarily not hesitate to count as explanation”
which are “not what even the modified model of Professors Popper and Hempel
would lead us to expect.”?* Also of particular interest here is Dray's use of the term
“logical.” This is a key feature of Dray's style of argument, for, by using this term, he
sought to argue that in many cases (including the historical) explanation could be
satisfactorily logically justified without recourse to general laws. In other words, Dray
was reluctant to let the covering lawyers claim a monopoly on the logical property of
explanation and, by decoupling logic from laws, was attempting to claim it back. In
this respect, Dray's efforts represent a classic statement of autonomous epistemic-
narrativism. Dray's approach to achieving this kind of middle way, however, is not to
dilute covering law theory into irrelevance (as Gardiner effectively did), but instead

to lower the bar for what constitutes explanation. Or, more accurately, to argue that

the bar was never set all that high to begin with:

The chief contention of the covering law theorists is that to explain something, it
must be shown to be necessary. By contrast, I shall argue that, in many contexts,
including some historical ones, a request for explanation is satisfactorily met if the
event in question is shown to be possible; there is no need to go on to show that it
was necessary as well.”*

250 Ibid., p.129. (emphasis in original)

251 William Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' The Philosophical Quarterly. Vol. 4, No. 14
(January 1954). pp.15-27. This paper later appears in a rewritten (but still clearly recognisable) form
as the final chapter of Laws and Explanation in History. See: Dray, Laws and Explanation in History.
pp-156-169.

252 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.16.

253 Ibid., pp.16-17.

254 Ibid., p.17. (emphasis in original) See also: Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.157.
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This Dray called “how possibly” explanation, as opposed to the “why necessarily”
explanation of the nomothetic sciences.” Dray formulates this model, in both his
'Explanatory Narrative in History' paper and in the final chapter of Laws and
Explanations in History, with reference to a seemingly inexplicable baseball catch. The
example itself was sourced from a 1952 issue of Maclean'’s Magazine, and Dray quotes

it in full:

An announcer broadcasting a baseball game from Victoria, B. C., said: “It's a long
fly ball to centre field, and it's going to hit high up on the fence. The centre fielder's
back, he's under it, he's caught it, and the batter is out.” Listeners who knew the
fence was twenty feet high couldn't figure out how the fielder caught the ball.
Spectators could have given them the unlikely explanation. At the rear of centre
field was a high platform for the scorekeeper. The centre fielder ran up the ladder
and caught the ball twenty feet above the ground.?*
This, Dray argued, has the appearance (and, more importantly, performs the function)
of an explanation. But the form of that explanation is something that the models of
neither the covering law theorist nor the idealist can adequately capture.”” In
'Explanatory Narrative in History,' Dray argued that there was no appeal in this
example — not even implicitly — to any kind of covering law. High-level “historical”
laws — such as “in baseball... fielders usually catch long fly balls” — will not suffice to
explain this particular instance, Dray points out, as the radio audience will likely
already be aware of the relative prospects for fly ball catches. The problem with this
example is that, prior to its explication, it presents a unique difficulty for such
generalisations. That is, it is the perplexing nature of this catch which requires

explanation and not every other (presumably non-miraculous) catch. The

generalisation is therefore, Dray argues, superfluous:

.. although we may assume that there is nothing to wonder at in the fact that
catches are very often made, there is a real mystery about this particular one... No
generalizations about fielders catching long flies are of explanatory value... until
this prior problem is solved. And once the audience learns about the scorekeeper's
platform, it would be superfluous to call the generalization to mind - and not
superfluous only in the practical sense allowed by Popper and Hempel when they
admit that the appeal to law in explanation may be 'implicit.' For the law is then
logically superfluous; the explanation which is required has already been given. It
is complete.”®

One might attempt to evade this conclusion by protesting that the motions of the

255 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.164.

256 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' pp.17-18. See also: Dray, Laws and Explanation in History.
p-158.

257 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.18,23.

258 Ibid., p.18. (emphasis in original)
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baseball, and even the atomic constituents of the players, obey basic laws of physics
and could therefore be said to be law-governed. But, Dray counters, this is quite
simply irrelevant. To demand a higher standard of explanation (i.e., one that sought a
nomothetic “why necessarily” rather than “how possibly” explanation) for this catch
would “only be appropriate in the face of a further demand for explanation, and one
of a different type.”” Dray is similarly unconvinced of the possibility of the catch
being explained via empathic divination of the inner life of an historical agent. For
the problem of the miraculous catch is simply not the kind of problem empathy can
solve. Certainly it meets many of the requirements that empathic idealism might
insist upon. That is, it is a highly particular event involving human activity and a
human actor whose motivations might be reconstructed. Yet, Dray argues, to
approach the problem this way — whether based on empathy or something more
empirical (such as Gardiner's dispositional analysis) — is simply inappropriate. It is
quite simply the “wrong sort of answer to give to the demand for explanation which
arises out of the circumstances supposed here.”?° Neither nomothetic positivism nor
empathic idealism, in other words, can provide tools to deal with an event of this
kind, and so another alternative must be formulated. This is the niche towards which
Dray's “how possibly” explanation is aimed. Dray makes the further connection

between “how possibly” explanations and the concept of narrative as follows:

The fact of historical procedure which it was said would be illuminated by the
distinctions that have been drawn was that, when asked for an explanation of a
certain event or state of affairs, the historian often responds by telling a story. The
claim I wish to make is that the narrative he offers sometimes explains in the "how'
rather than the 'why' sense.?!
Dray believed, in other words, that he had arrived at a sound epistemic argument for
the assertion that history proceeds by narrative. Moreover, his “how
possibly” /narrative solution possessed the additional advantage of tracking actual
historical practice much more closely than either the covering law or the idealist
theories could. “Historians,” he writes, “are well aware of the importance of the
narrative form in which their conclusions are usually expressed, and they often
emphasize this when they come to theorize about their subject.”*? Dray could thus
plausibly claim that his “how possibly” /”why necessarily” distinction potentially

provided an explanatory model which might lend real epistemic legitimacy to

259 Ibid. (emphasis in original)

260 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.159.
261 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.24.
262 Ibid.
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history. This was because, for Dray, the “how possibly” account of how a particular
event/object came to happen/exist in the manner in which it did is effectively
identical to what historians have meant by the term “narrative.” Narratives were, in

other words, reducible to “how possibly” explanations:

An historical explanation may thus amount to telling the story of what actually
happened, and telling it in such a way that the various transitions... raise no
eyebrows. The story is told in such a way that presumptions of the form, 'But
surely that couldn't have happened!,' are rebutted in advance. Answers to likely
objection are built into the narrative, which may thus have explanatory force...**
From this example, it is clear there is much which is compelling about Dray's “how
possibly” definition of narrative. It preserves traditional historical questioning and
practice, retains the general/particular division philosophers of history were so keen
to defend, and uses the concept of narrative to avoid having to adopt the more
unpalatable implications of either covering law theory or empathic idealism. Indeed,
Part Two of this thesis will show that Dray was in many ways quite correct about the
potential gulf between the necessity of laws and their ability to resolve the finer
details of the historical past. But there is also much Dray omits. As the Introduction
has argued, his attempt to offer a principled epistemic definition of narrative suffers
from a lack of what might be called deep structure. He makes no attempt at all, for
instance, to offer any principled mechanism for the confirmation or falsification of
narratives. Historical accounts, he writes, “build up to explanatory equilibrium from
the evidence.”** Yet without any given way to use evidence to move from “how
possibly” to “what actually happened,” Dray's method seems woefully incomplete in

one of its most important areas.*®

This problem is compounded by Dray's lack of clarity as to whether narrative
explains in any causal sense. This is a potentially catastrophic failure, especially for a
mode of explanation that Dray claims to be as fundamental as nomothetic “why”
explanations.?®® For by questioning whether the term 'cause' means anything at all in
historical explanations but not asking a similar question of the sciences, Dray is
effectively ceding any strong sense of causal explanation to the nomothetic (ie.,
“why necessarily”) sciences. In Laws and Explanation in History, for example, Dray

argues that causal explanations in history are problematic in a way that causal

263 Ibid., p.27. (emphasis in original)

264 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.129. (emphasis in original)
265 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.27. (emphasis in original)
266 Ibid., p.20.
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explanation through laws is not:

Historians use the notion to draw attention to some necessary condition which, for
one reason or another, is considered important in the context of writing. To say
that the word is ordinarily used 'vaguely' or 'loosely' is thus misleading. We
should say rather that it has its own peculiar logic, which happens to be different
from that invented for it by some philosophers. It cannot be tightened up in either
the metaphysical or scientific ways without changing its function; and the
reformed notion could not, in any case, be employed without bringing historical
narrative to a halt.?”
But this raises the question: what else could we possibly mean by the term explain?
Dray's own model seems instead to favour the arguments of later literary-narrativists
like W. B. Gallie, who have argued that the explanatory role of narrative is to render
events intelligible — to show that certain events need not have caused surprise. In such
a model, the nomothetic causes are comparatively unimportant. They are like the laws
of physics which presumably underpinned all of the components of Dray's
improbable baseball catch — present but not really relevant. There is, of course, nothing
inherently flawed about such a model. Dray himself says as much, arguing that there
is “nothing wrong with calling anything less than a set of sufficient conditions a
cause.””® If we actually do call “anything less than a set of sufficient conditions a
cause,” however, Dray seems to be arguing that we are using the term in a uniquely
historical way, with its own “peculiar logic.” But it is difficult to see why this should
be the case. It does not seem problematic to state that the cause of, for example, an
automobile accident was the failure of the brakes on the vehicle in question. There
are any number of basic laws of physics here which can help explain how and why a
brake failure can lead to an accident. But surely it is not a unique brand of “peculiar
logic” to simply say that the brake failure “caused” the accident. Nor is it problematic
to proceed further down the causal chain and submit evidence that the “cause” of
that failure was, for example, rooted in the financial inability of the car's owner to
perform adequate maintenance. Neither of these are complete explanations — for that
we really would need to include the laws of physics — but the fact is that both
statements do provide causal information. More importantly, they do so without
being required to invoke a special sense of the word “cause.” And even if such a
sense of the word “cause” were required, Dray is not clear about what it might be,

preferring instead to stake the explanatory capacity of narrative on criteria of

intelligibility — the relating of a narrative in “such a way that the various transitions...

267 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.112.
268 Ibid. (emphasis in original)
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raise no eyebrows.”®

Dray and the Nomothetic Assumption

An assessment of the underlying reason for these shortcomings of Dray's model will
require a deeper examination of how Dray perceived the relationship between the
“how possibly” (narrative) and the “why necessarily” (scientific) modes of
explanation. And, in this respect, Dray was comparatively sophisticated, at least
when compared with the philosophers of history we have examined so far. For
instance, Dray was careful to point out that he saw no meaningful basis upon which
to claim that any one of these explanatory models had primacy over the other. “I
see,” he states, “no point in going on to ask whether one or other is the more
'fundamental' type. Having given the one type of explanation, it very often makes
sense to ask for (although it may not always be possible in practice to give) one of the
other type.”?® They are answers, Dray writes, to “different kinds of questions,” and
therefore have “quite different logical functions.” Thus, covering law theory cannot
claim to be the universal form of explanation. In fact, not only is it “not the universal
type of explanation,” Dray argues, “it is not even the right sort of thing to be such a

type.
and egalitarian approach to explanation had the ancillary implication, however, of

”271 Tt is merely, Dray appears to be saying, one voice in a choir. This pluralistic

calling into question the role of laws in any knowledge generating field, scientific or
otherwise. Laws have their place, Dray is essentially arguing, but laws alone can
never constitute a complete explanation. This, it would seem, makes Dray one of the
first major twentieth century philosophers of history to be explicitly unconvinced

that nomothetic, generalising explanation was a necessary criterion for doing science:

There is, in fact, some reason for thinking that what the covering law theory gives
us is the criterion of a technical sense of 'explanation' found only in narrowly
scientific discourse, perhaps only among certain philosophers of science....
Whether a sense of 'explain’' is widely employed among theoretical scientists
which means no more than 'bring under a general law' I cannot claim to know,
although I suspect that it is at any rate less widespread than the philosophers in
question would lead us to believe.?”

Here Dray is seemingly suspicious that the shortcomings he saw in terms like

“explain” and “cause” when they were applied to narrative might possibly spill over

269 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.27. (emphasis in original)
270 Ibid., p.20.

271 Ibid., p.23.

272 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. p.76.
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into the sciences as well. This might appear at first glance to be a means by which we
might allow “how possibly” and “why necessarily” explanations to co-exist in
science (and thus presumably in history as well). For if laws could not be complete
explanations in any field, then presumably even strongly nomothetic sciences such as
physics would sometimes be required to make use of “how possibly” explanations.
On what basis could we then claim a fundamental distinction between history and
the sciences? Seemingly aware of this line of argument, however, Dray takes explicit
steps to thwart it. For while Dray was critical of what he saw as the over-reliance of
covering law theorists on explicitly nomothetic physics as the paradigm of a pure
science, he was not entirely ready to abandon the bifurcated vision of science and

history such nomothetic assumptions had been used to establish.

To this end, while Dray postulated a plurality of explanatory models, each serving
the needs of a different kind of questioning, he also made it abundantly clear that
there was still a peculiarly scientific mode of explanation which remained
incompatible with history. And, more importantly, that mode was still primarily
concerned with generalisation. For in the absence of a universal requirement for laws,
Dray argued, there must still be something which can act as an explanatory
mechanism for “how possibly” type questions as they might occur in the sciences.

This, for Dray, was the role of general theories:

For although... it is not my purpose here to assess the adequacy of the covering
law model in scientific contexts, it would appear to be at least arguable that
reference to a scientific theory may be explanatory in the ordinary sense, while
reference to a generalization is not. In so far as reference to a theory does give an
explanation — in science or elsewhere — it seems to me that it does so not for the
quasi-inductive reasons suggested by Gardiner and others, but because it is a
means of satisfying just the kind of pragmatic demands which we have been
discussing.””

In essence, Dray is arguing that in those cases where the “how possibly” mode is
appropriate for the sciences, general theories perform explanatory work in place of
laws. For example, a case of food poisoning might be difficult to explain purely in

terms of known laws, but is readily explicable in terms of the germ theory of disease.

Theories themselves might (and perhaps even must) rest upon laws, but they also

273 Ibid., p.79. (emphasis in original) Note also that the “pragmatic demands” that Dray is citing here
is essentially a shorthand reference to his previously examined arguments regarding the need for a
mode of explanation above the crudely nomothetic, even if the phenomena in question actually are
ultimately law governed. In other words, even if we explain the miraculous baseball catch using
only the laws of physics, we haven't really explained it in the pragmatic sense required by the sheer
complexity of the subject matter. See: Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. pp.72-73.
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allow their component laws to be effectively bypassed. Thus high-level explanation is
facilitated without a descent into nomothetic complexities. Of the nature of scientific
theories specifically, Dray argued that they were required to satisfy two criteria. First,
“they must increase our predictive power, i.e., have the characteristic of generality,”

7274 This is an

and second, “they must explain the phenomena, i.e., have intelligibility.
interesting argument, in that it seeks to preserve prediction in the absence of laws
while simultaneously recognising that one need not have a strictly nomothetic theory
in order to make predictions. The theory of evolution by natural selection, for
instance, cannot be stated nomothetically. Thus it cannot be used to predict, for
example, the exact body configurations of future organisms. But it can be used for
other forms of prediction, such as that famously attributed to the British scientist J. B.
S. Haldane, who, when asked what might constitute evidence against evolution, is

7275 While of uncertain

said to have replied, “fossil rabbits in the Precambrian.
attribution, this is nonetheless a sound prediction. Evolution really does predict that
no fossil rabbits — indeed, no organism at all of the organisational complexity of a
rabbit — should be found in rock strata of that era. In just this way, Dray argues,
theories enable “us to tell 'a likely story'.” And it is this, Dray claimed, which
distinguished history from the sciences. For in history, “explanations are seldom
given by means of, or in terms of, theories.”?”® In fact, a “theory of the subject matter,”
Dray asserts, “may excuse an investigator from explaining a thing historically.”
Historical explanations are only invoked where “what is to be explained cannot be
understood merely by referring to such systematic general knowledge.””” He

continues:

We give theoretical explanations where our knowledge of the subject matter
allows explanatory interpolation; we give historical ones where no such
interpolation is licensed — where we have to refer to the peculiar history of what is
to be explained.”®
This makes some sense, especially when considering Dray's contrast between “how
possibly” and “why necessarily.” We need to explain the seemingly miraculous
baseball catch historically. No systematic law or general theory will help us to make

sense of that particular event. But Dray seems to tacitly define historical explanation

as an area in which theory is not only not present, but irrelevant. Historians “often

274 Dray, Laws and Explanation in History. pp.79-80. (emphasis in original)
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explain,” Dray argues, “by means of, or in terms of, a theory, but there is nothing in
the nature of such explanation which need persuade us that we cannot explain

279 However, by insisting that one of the key characteristics

satisfactorily without one.
of theory is generality, Dray is effectively invoking the familiar argument that science
is the study of the general,and history the particular. It would be “very natural,”
argues Dray, “to draw a sharp contrast between historical explanations and all

theoretical ones.”?®

But in setting up such a division, Dray invites the question: is the historical/narrative
mode really a species of explanation that science can never encounter? Consider the
following example. Approximately 65 million years ago, a significant fraction of all
life on Earth perished (geologically speaking) quite suddenly, including — most
famously — the dinosaurs. For geologists, this event marks a convenient boundary
between what are known as the Cretaceous and Tertiary Periods. This event is often
referred to in shorthand as the K/T boundary or the K/T extinction.?! There are
several competing explanations for why this extinction might have occurred,
although only two enjoy significant levels of empirical support. The first is the
meteor impact hypothesis, which cites as evidence the remains of an impact crater
near Chicxulub in the Yucatan region of Mexico which dates to the appropriate time
period, and the elevated presence of the rare metal iridium in clays of K/T age. From
this it is hypothesised that an object approximately 10 kilometres in diameter struck
the Earth at the K/T boundary. Ejected material from this impact is believed to have
caused sudden and severe climate change, which led to mass extinction. The second
theory is more gradualist, citing increased volcanism toward the end of the
Cretaceous (perhaps in the formation in India known as the Deccan Traps, which is
thought to have produced large quantities of lava at that time) as driving the climatic

changes which led to the extinction.

By Dray's own logic, these are examples of historical explanation attempting to
address a specifically “how possibly” problem. And indeed, it is difficult to disagree

with this. The real question is: does that make them inherently unscientific? By Dray's

279 Ibid., p.81.
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logic, even though the language of theory is present, neither of the two theories on
offer possesses the required quality of generality. Rather they are aimed at the
explication of one particular event — just one extinction among the several our planet
has endured. They aim to show, in Dray's words, that such an extinction event was
possible and thus “need not have caused surprise.”? Moreover, both are only
technical theories to the extent that they mobilise other scientific concepts in service
of their own explanatory project. In Dray's terms, a properly theoretical — and thus
properly scientific — explanation would be one that assimilated the K/T extinction
into a wider theory of extinctions in general. But such a theory, were it even possible,
would, as Dray has said, “excuse” the “investigator from explaining... historically.” 3
In that case, neither of these theories of the K/T extinction would have any need to
exist at all, unless it was as history rather than science. Thus, in Dray's terms, we
would be more correct in speaking of the meteor impact narrative rather than the
meteor impact theory. And yet, it seems entirely appropriate to refer to the above
examples as not only theories, but as theories which belong firmly in the domain of
the sciences. Such is the price of insisting on broad generality as a necessary criterion
of scientific theories. More importantly, if these theories of the K/T extinction really
are narratives in the sense Dray would understand them, then we might also wish to
point out that we are not required to equivocate or otherwise hedge our use of the
word “cause” in advancing them. These two theories are enquiring — in the strongest
sense of the term — into the causes of the K/T extinction, requiring no “peculiar logic”
to do so. This raises several questions. Why does Dray insist that his model is
separate from the sciences? If it is not strictly necessary to use general theories to do
explanatory work even in acknowledged sciences such as geology and paleontology,
then has Dray's “how possibly” model not offered us another way to explain which is
independent of any one discipline? What is to stop us from granting Dray's “how
possibly” narratives the status of scientific theories? After all, that is how the various
attempts to explain the causes of the K/T extinction are referred to. Where did Dray's
insistence on the generality of theory come from if its only contribution was to wall

history off from the wider world of science?

The answer would appear to be, once again, the nomothetic assumption. Dray's
substitution of general theory for general law, while perhaps making for a better

definition of science than the strictly nomothetic-deductive model can provide,

282 Dray, 'Explanatory Narrative in History,' p.17.
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ultimately fails to underscore an impermeable boundary between history and
science. Or, more specifically, it fails to do so if we approach it with a more modern
understanding of scientific theory and practice. Yet Dray seems to have invoked this
substitution of theory for law for no other reason than to erect just such a boundary.
This seemingly perplexing move can only be made sense of when considered in the
light of the nomothetic assumption. For, if that assumption were accepted by Dray,
then allowing the walls between history and science to become permeable would be
functionally equivalent to conceding the central argument of the covering lawyers
and be thus committed to finding a way to apply both general laws and general
theories to human history. From our previous examination of his work, it is clear that
Dray did not think that this could be successfully done. The justification of such a
boundary was therefore essential if Dray was to clear a space for history in which he
might argue for a separate mode of explanation based on his ideas of narrative. So
while Dray, it seems, did not himself accept a purely nomothetic vision of science, he
remained committed enough to the worldview that vision had been used to establish
to attempt to re-legitimise it by other means. This was the purpose of his suggested
division between general theories and historical particularism. But, as we have seen,

as a criterion for demarcation it excludes too much.

Indeed, the fact that even someone as sceptical of the nomothetic-deductive model as
Dray had a clearly identifiable vestigial variant of it underwriting his account of
historical explanation, represents good evidence that narrative separatism was
quickly becoming a sublimated axiom among philosophers of history, regardless of
their expressed view of the nature of science and its relationship to history. Any
model which was based on narrative as a means of explanation, it was effectively
assumed, could not be scientific — irrespective of whether or not one thought of
science in explicitly nomothetic terms or not. Despite having argued against the
centrality of laws as agents of explanation, Dray had nonetheless constructed his
model of historical explanation in such a way as to maintain the division which that
centrality had engineered. In just this manner, philosophy of history began to move
from its mid-twentieth century period of intense debate over the nature of both
history and science into a period in which narrative philosophy was ascendant, and
the question of history's relationship to science was considered effectively settled.
Philosophy of history was moving down a path of narrative separatism, which

would ultimately culminate in a rhetorical reversal of fortunes in which narrative
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theorists and philosophers would claim that, rather than history being subsumed

into the sciences, the reverse would be far more appropriate.

We will see more of this argument later in this chapter when we come to the work of
the philosophers of history Louis Mink and Hayden White, as well as the
philosopher and historian of science Thomas Kuhn. It will suffice to say for the
moment that Dray, writing in 1957, certainly did not intend to go as far as that. Yet
that is where all attempts to claim narrative as a totally separate mode of knowledge
would ultimately end up, if only because the task of adequately defining narrative
epistemically while still maintaining a clear narrative separatism (and thus
preserving historical autonomy) was exceedingly difficult. The literary interpretation
of the term 'marrative,' however, had the advantage of at least seeming intuitively
plausible. Moreover, if history really were separated from the sciences by its use of
narrative (an assumption that was seemingly becoming received wisdom) then what
need was there to define narrative in anything other than its own terms? Epistemic-
narrative was hard. The likening of the meaning of “narrative” with “fiction,” on the
other hand, seemed, if not exactly licensed, then at least permitted. For if narrative was
not seen as scientific in any sense, then what reason could there be to prefer a
scientific — or even epistemic — interpretation of it? To illustrate this crucial shift in
perspective, we shall now turn to the example of W. B. Gallie, one of the first
narrativist philosophers of history to take a distinctly literary approach to the
definition of the term. Gallie's example will prove instructive here not only because
of his literary leanings, but also because of his attempt to actively claim the failure of
scholars like Walsh and Dray to adequately define the term “narrative” epistemically

as evidence for his own views.

W. B. Gallie and The Literary Interpretation of Narrative

As a philosopher of history, W. B. Gallie was — like Dray, Gardiner, and Walsh before
him — ostensibly concerned with finding some middle way between the perceived
extremes of idealism and covering law positivism. His principal work devoted to this
end was his 1964 book Philosophy and the Historical Understanding. Much like Walsh

284 W. B. Gallie, Philosophy and the Historical Understanding. 2™ Edition. Schocken Books: New York,
1968. It should be noted that much of this book had previously appeared before 1964 as academic
papers. See: W. B. Gallie, 'The Historical Understanding,'" History and Theory. Vol. 3, No. 2 (1963).
pp-149-202. See also: W. B. Gallie, 'Essentially Contested Concepts,' Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society. New Series, Vol. 56 (1955-1956). pp.167-198.
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and his desire to find a “plausible idealism,” however, Gallie was, in practice, far
more sympathetic toward the idealists than the covering lawyers. He makes this
abundantly clear in the preface to the 1968 second edition of Philosophy and The

Historical Understanding:

The writing of this book was an essay in revivalism. I wanted to breathe new life
into a way of philosophising which had shot up vigourously around the turn of
the last century... The central idea of that movement, of which Windelband and
Rickert and later Croce and Collingwood were the main spokesmen, was that the
way we understand history is basically the same as that in which we understand
all purposive thought and action, and radically unlike the way in which we
understand natural phenomena as instances of some scientific law or theory.*
The reason this “way of philosophising” required “new life” at all, Gallie argued,
was because previous idealist philosophers had failed to find a “sufficiently clear-cut
and arresting starting-point from which to shake the entrenched presuppositions of
the dominant empiricist epistemology” of that time. This had, in turn, relegated their
arguments to the level of mere “methodological concern... peripheral to the main
issues of philosophy.” Such concerns were, from Gallie's perspective, far beneath the
dignity of history. Proper “historical understanding,” as Gallie called it, was
potentially relevant to “the whole range of human knowledge.”*¢ Previous
philosophers of history had failed to comprehend this expanded role for history,
Gallie argued, as they had focused too heavily on the justification of historical

conclusions.

To make sense of this claim, it must be remembered that, at the time at which Gallie
was writing, almost all debate in the philosophy of history consisted of arguments as
to whether the truth of an historical proposition was underwritten by logical
entailment (as in the covering law approach), empathic understanding (as in classical
idealism), or some other as-yet-unknown mechanism. Concerns with such technical
minutiae, in Gallie's opinion, had prevented philosophers from forming a truly
comprehensive historical epistemology which might survive outside of history
departments. “With hardly an exception,” he argues, philosophers of history
“persistently confuse delineations and analyses of historical understanding — or, if it
be preferred, the task of marking it off from the kind of understanding that is

achieved in the sciences — with the problem of its vindication...”?” In other words,
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Gallie did not see the definition of what was science and what was history as resting
solely on methods of justification (and by extension, explanation). Instead he saw
history and science as entirely different epistemologies. So completely different, in fact,
that it was meaningless to argue over some arbitrary border between them. Rather
than attempt (as Walsh and Dray had) to show that narrative could function as an
explanatory mechanism in history, Gallie instead argued that historical knowledge
had no need for — or even an ability to impart meaning to — the concept of
“explanation.” This did not mean, however, that Gallie did not have an opinion on
the form of properly historical knowledge. The native form in which knowledge
ought to be expressed on the historical side of the history/science divide, he argued,
was narrative. And narrative was ultimately, for Gallie, a species of story. Indeed, it
was this quality of story which separated historical knowledge from the sciences. “If
it is true,” he argued, “that in the physical sciences there is always a theory, it is no
less true that in historical research there is always a story.””® And the reason
historical epistemology had failed to realise this, Gallie claimed, was because no fully
developed concept of narrative had yet been offered. This, in turn, had made

questions of justification more complicated than necessary:

... L find it astonishing that no critical philosopher of history has as yet offered us a
clear account of what it is to follow or to construct an historical narrative. And yet
such an account is plainly essential to any successful answers to more complicated
questions regarding either the nature or the vindication of historical thinking. The
effects of this omission are as great as those that we might expect if in philosophies
of science we were to find no discussion of measurement or of controlled
observation.”
Gallie saw the correction of this failure as his unique contribution to the post-
covering law rehabilitation of idealism. Due to this idealist sympathies, however,
Gallie was heavily influenced by R. G. Collingwood's famed division between the
“inside” and “outside” of historical events. He thus sought to frame his work as a
corrective to Collingwood's idealist thesis, rather than its undertaker.? To do this,
Gallie chose to define his vision of narrative as a mode of explanation purely for the
“inside” of events — those aspects of history inextricably bound up with human
thoughts and intentions. This philosophical commitment, however, left Gallie with a
very different problem to solve than any faced by Walsh or Dray. Rather than

building a concept of narrative as a mind-external construction from empirical
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evidence, Gallie's vision of narrative was designed primarily to be a direct
replacement for empathy, intentionally reproducing an idealist emphasis on the inner
workings of human cognition. A narrative, for Gallie, was exclusively about human
actions, and could only be interpreted — or “followed” — if this was so. And it was this
facet of Gallie's narrativism which provided the distinction between historical and

scientific understanding;:

The events that lie back of the origin of language, of the family, of law and
government are obvious examples. Now these events might conceivably be
reconstructed anyhow in schematic outline, by biological or psychological
theorists, working from evidence that is appropriate to their methods and theories.
And such reconstructions might, conceivably, profoundly affect our ways of
thinking about all human beings and human societies. But would we regard them
as history? I do not think so. For presumably these hypothetical reconstructions
would deal with changes in human life that were not subject to conscious purpose
and control. And it is certainly part of our idea of history that it shall deal with
human actions, efforts and purposes which we can recognise as akin to our own.
Hence the supposed biological or psychological reconstructions would at best
supply part of the naturalistic background of history, along with many other
biological, geological and astronomical descriptions.*"
In order to devise a definition of narrative which might adequately express such
uniquely historical understandings of human conscious purpose, Gallie turned to
another human-centric construction — the concept of story. For Gallie, narratives were
essentially stories which possessed an additional quality of standing in some kind of
relationship to historical evidence. While Gallie was certainly aware of the
importance of this evidential relationship, he argued that it was not evidence or the
manner of its use which made historical knowledge different from the sciences.?
Instead it was this property of narrative — of story. All that this achieves, however, is a
transference of the requirement for definition from one term to another. To make any
sense of Gallie's account of narrative, therefore, we must examine what he means by

the term “story.”

“Every story,” Gallie argues, “describes a sequence of actions and experiences of a
number of people, real or imaginary.” These narrative subjects are then “presented in
some characteristic human situation,” which they must influence or alter through
some deliberate action. This often gives rise to a “predicament, calling for urgent
thought and action from one or more of the main characters.” This conflict then

“brings the story to within sight of its conclusion.” This is only one aspect of a story,
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however, as a story must also possess an intelligible logical development. This
development, however, is more than merely “understanding words, sentences,
paragraphs, set out in order.” Rather it is to “understand the successive actions and
thoughts and feelings of certain described characters with a peculiar directness, and
to be pulled forward by this development almost against our will.” This initial
definition might be too flimsy for general discussion, Gallie concedes, but it is
broadly defensible as a “rough sketch-map of the area.” Gallie then goes on to offer
better definitions of three of the key terms laid out in this map: “conclusion,”

“following,” and “interest.”*”

“Conclusion” argues Gallie, is a fundamental property of story (and, by extension,
narrative), which represents the outcome of historical understanding, and is “a
different kind of conclusion from that which is synonymous with 'statement proved'
or 'result deduced or predicted'.”** Likewise, to “follow” a narrative is not merely to
predict the conclusion to which it is leading, or to see that “some earlier event
necessitated a later one,” but instead to see “that a later event required, as its
necessary condition, some earlier one.”?> This lends intelligibility to a narrative,

which is the basis of its ability to be followed:

. almost every incident in a story requires, as a necessary condition of its
intelligibility, its acceptability, some indication of the kind of event or context
which occasioned or evoked it, or, at the very least, made it possible. This relation,
rather than the predictability of certain events given the occurrence of others, is
the main bond of logical continuity in any story.?*

In this respect, Gallie's “following” resembles Dray's rejoinder to relate events so that
they “need not have caused surprise,” related in a literary rather than a causal
vocabulary. Gallie's quality of “interest,” however, has no clear antecedents. For
Gallie, the desire to follow a narrative comes from a quality of “interest” in its
conclusion. “The conclusion of a story,” he argues, “guides our interest almost from
the start.” When one is introduced to the principal characters of a story, Gallie claims,
one begins “so to speak, to live in them and with them, we are willing to go with
them, to follow them, in almost any direction. They interest us, and all we can ask is

'What will happen to them now?' and 'What will happen to them next?"” And this

interest ultimately, Gallie argues, naturally becomes an investment in the story's
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294 Ibid., p.23.

295 Ibid., p.26.

296 Ibid.

139



conclusion: “'How will things turn out for them in the end?”*” This interplay of

interest and conclusion Gallie refers to as “teleologically guided” attention.*®

“Can this analysis of story,” Gallie asks, “help us to articulate what is peculiar to
historical understanding?” Moreover, is an “element of story or narrative... essential
to all history”? Gallie answers in the affirmative in both cases. It should be noted,
however, that Gallie almost immediately moves to qualify this. For given the
immense variety of material which might legitimately called history (even counting
only that which meets Gallie's criteria of concern with purposive human action), the
criteria of narrative would have to be a good deal more flexible than this. Gallie
argues, however, that “a great deal of historical literature is ancillary to or parasitic
upon history of a more central and substantial kind.”?* Such “ancillary” history
consists of “not only the production of lists, accounts, diary jottings, etc., as evidence

for or against some generally accepted conclusion” but also:

... the kind of book or article which sets itself the modest purpose of filling in the
background to certain major and already deeply studied events, and again the
ever-increasing amount of discussion between leading historians as to the proper
or most profitable line of approach to and interpretation of different topics and
periods.*”
Such historical material, Gallie argued, could safely be dismissed from consideration
as merely providing support for those more important histories which “treat of some
major achievement or failure of men living and working together, in societies or
nations or any other lastingly organised groups.” Although the dry style and
emphasis on the complexities of causation might cause even this kind of history to
offend “against both romance and simplicity,” and while also conceding that “every
genuine work of history is also a work of reason, of judgement, of hypotheses, of
explanation,” Gallie nevertheless maintained that history was “a species of the genus
Story” because its appreciation and usefulness of such works were realised through
“following” and “interest.”*" Gallie contrasted this view with understanding in the

sciences:

To appreciate, and in a proper sense, to use, a book or a chapter of history means
to read it through; to follow it through; to follow it in the light of its promised or
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adumbrated outcome through a succession of contingencies, and not simply to be
interested in what resulted or could be inferred as due to result from certain initial
conditions. Both the natural and the social sciences are particularly and properly
interested in results in this sense, since it is their logically required and predicted
results that prove their laws and hypotheses right or wrong. The systematic
sciences do not aim at giving us a followable account of what actually happened in
any natural or social process: what they offer us is idealisations or simplified
models of the sorts of thing that should have happened, if their currently accepted
laws and theories are to be trusted, and from which further testable deductions
can be made. But history, like all stories and all imaginative literature, is as much a
journey as an arrival, as much an approach as a result. Again, every genuine work
of history is read in this way because its subject-matter is felt to be worth
following — through contingencies, accidents, setbacks, and all the multifarious
details of its development. And what does this mean if not that its subject-matter is
of compelling human interest...*”

That is, histories can only be made sense of as a whole. If one wishes to properly

understand a work of history, one cannot merely skip to the final page and read the

concluding remarks. The same is not true, Gallie claims, in scientific works.

And so we arrive at a fairly traditional understanding of history as a particularistic
study of past human affairs. But, Gallie argued, his addition of a developed concept
of narrative to the philosophy of history has important additional consequences. For
by defining historical understanding as flowing from the component concepts of
narrative, Gallie claimed to have brought the philosophy of history out of the
methodological ghetto to which it had traditionally been relegated, and allowed it to
be applied anywhere his narrative criteria are met. Thus “history,” Gallie argued,
“conceived as a form of understanding, has a proper concern with every other field and
form of knowledge and understanding.”*” All knowledge-generating disciplines
have experienced historical development to get to their present moments, and these
developments, being temporal and particular, could only be understood historically.
Which, for Gallie, was functionally equivalent to saying that they could only be
understood through narrative. Much of the rest of Philosophy and the Historical
Understanding is devoted to arguing this epistemological point. Traditional
approaches to epistemology, Gallie argued, had focused on the static and timeless,
either by “equating what is knowable with what is unchanging (e.g., the
Parmenidean One, the Platonic Forms, the Cartesian simple natures)” or by
“restricting knowledge and indeed all genuine thought within necessarily fixed

limits (e.g., Kantian a priori categories...).” Because of this, philosophy had often
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chosen to ignore the “constantly changing and expanding empirical content” implied
by such limits, focusing instead on the “fixed conceptual framework, which is
enshrined in and imposed by the categories of thought or of language.”** Both
approaches, Gallie argued, ignore history almost totally. And it was to this failure
which Gallie offered narrative and the concept of historical understanding as a
corrective. Narrative was, for Gallie, a way of formally conceptualising change as

knowledge.

It is this facet of Gallie's philosophy of history which he saw as providing a way to
move beyond the old idealist/ positivist dichotomy. By attempting to define history
as exclusively narrative, and linking it — via the axiomatic assumption of an inherent
human interest in narrative /story — to human conscious purpose, Gallie believed that
the naive intuitionism of empathy was averted. This is because the human interest in
“following” a narrative and in its conclusion was a necessary component of the
definition of narrative itself. It was 'built-in,' so to speak, and thus a problem of form
rather than justification. The idealist flavour of history was thus preserved, and the
problem of empathy being used to attempt to justify historical descriptions avoided.
This constituted Gallie's third way, and was the basis for his entire philosophy of
history. One area Gallie's narrative did not address, however, was the provision of
some mechanism by which narrative could be said to explain. We have already seen
how Walsh and Dray struggled with this question. Gallie's way of dealing with this
seemingly crucial aspect of historical knowledge, however, was to use the literary
dimension of his vision of narrative to argue that explanation was simply not an
issue history was required to address. This was just one way in which a literary
vision of narrative could be used to evade the kinds of difficult questions epistemic

accounts were required to answer.

The Role of Explanation in Gallie's Model of Narrative

Where historical understanding was, in Gallie's words, “the exercise of the capacity to
follow a story,” his vision of the role of explanation was somewhat different. For
Gallie, historical narratives only invoked explanation when it was required to make a
narrative followable. To follow an historical narrative, Gallie argued, “requires the

acceptance, from time to time, of explanations which have the effect of enabling one
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to follow further when one's vision was becoming blurred or one's credulity taxed
beyond patience.” This was the “peculiar and all-important role of explanations in
history.”?® Despite being described as “all-important,” however, it is clear that this
role is auxiliary to the purpose of history, rather than being the purpose itself.** This
assertion, however, can only be made if one accepts Gallie's argument that history
(and thus historical understanding) is separated from the sciences by its narrative
nature, and can therefore operate entirely independently of its epistemic
requirements. Previous philosophers of history, Gallie argued, had fallen into error
by failing to grasp this, and had thus assumed that history and the sciences took

place in the same epistemic territory:

There has been a persistent tendency, even in the ablest writers, to present
historical explanations as so many curiously weakened versions of the kind of
explanation that is characteristic of the natural sciences. To speak more exactly, it is
claimed or assumed that any adequate explanation must conform to the
deductivist model, in which a general law or formula, applied to a particular case,
is shown to require, and hence logically to explain, a result of such and such
description.®”

This was deeply misguided, Gallie argued, as both history and historical

understanding were oriented toward fundamentally different ends. Indeed, even if

an “historic incident or development” provided “a model instance of some scientific

law,” the historian might:

... remark that the developments he has described conform exactly to the law in
question. But there is no compelling reason why, in his role of historian, he should
do so; and if he does, he will mention it as something incidental to his main job,
which is to present the development as part of a followable, and on the evidence
acceptable narrative.’*®
This is a picture of historical and scientific understanding starkly divided according
to the nomothetic assumption. Scientific understanding, for Gallie, was about
explanation in terms of laws. Historical understanding, on the other hand, was about
intelligibility through narrative. This, in Gallie's view, provided several advantages,
not least of which was the ability to claim that history simply did not need a model of
explanation. Explanation was something that sciences — and only sciences — did. Thus

Gallie could claim not to need to even address the question of whether or not

narratives could be said to explain the events they described. Certainly a narrative
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could involve some sort of explanation, but this would be “incidental” to its main
purpose. And on those occasions when it was necessary, the explanation so offered
was presumably underwritten by laws and theories from the sciences, because that is
what explanation means. Once again, then, we can see the nomothetic assumption

being indirectly used to shape the philosophy of history.

Gallie's decision to evade questions of explanation and justification altogether also
left him free to re-adopt the idealist emphasis on human action and thought in
history without being forced to assert some form of empathy as an epistemological
guarantor of its explanatory power. For there was, in his view, no explanation taking
place which required such a guarantee. Yet Gallie's entire philosophical construction
depended on his basic assertion that the very concept of narrative itself (not merely
his own definition of it) was utterly hostile to the possibility of explanation. And that
assertion was, in turn, based upon the inability of previous narrativists to adequately
define the concept in such a way as to show it to be explanatory. Of such previous

attempts at narrativism, Gallie writes:

.. our contemporary analysts leave us, and leave the weight of their argument,
resting entirely upon our familiarity-bred, intuitive, unanalysed and indeed
undiscussed notion of what an historical narrative is and of its resemblances and
differences to other basic forms of communication.*”
Given our previous examination of the examples of Walsh and Dray, we might
certainly agree with Gallie's sentiment that their attempts to articulate a vision of
narrative were unconvincing. It is worth remembering, however, that their attempts
were doubly so for Gallie. For his stated understanding of what constituted genuine
explanation was similar to that of the covering lawyers — the ability to show that
something was a necessary consequence of a general theory or law. Where Dray, as
we have seen, was prepared to at least consider intelligibility as constituting
explanation, Gallie was not. The unreasonably high bar the nomothetic-deductive
method had erected for what constituted an explanation, coupled with the failure of
previous narrativists to offer anything approaching a comprehensive definition of
narrative, led Gallie to believe that the concept of narrative simply could not function
in the epistemic sphere. Their failure, in other words, had licenced the abandonment
of the epistemic dimension of narrative altogether. For whatever the failings of

Gallie's definition of narrative, at least it was a definition. Moreover, such a literary
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definition of narrative could be seen (in the light of the nomothetic assumption) as
the only way in which a narrative vision of history could be made to work. Thus we
can see that Gallie's decision to abandon epistemology and pursue a literary-
narrativist path through the idealist/ positivist dichotomy was due, at least in part, to

a strongly held nomothetic assumption regarding science.

Gallie and Narrative Determinism

Unfortunately, Gallie's breaking up of narrative into concepts rooted in human
cognition — including “interest,” “following,” and “conclusion” - was to have
additional far-reaching consequences for contemporary philosophy of history. For
this emphasis on human interpretation meant that the terms themselves could shift in
meaning, depending on the time and place in which they were used/interpreted.
Thus it was possible that the definition of narrative itself could change over time. Not
only was the evidentiary material by which we know the past open to interpretation,
in other words, so were the very meshes and nets by which it was to be organised.
This was made possible by the particularism inherent in the concepts themselves.
Take, for instance, Gallie's most flexible concept — “interest.” As we have already
seen, Gallie's approach to history allowed him to focus on human intentionality
without any concomitant requirement to explain human actions. This was essential
because, in Gallie's view, explanation, being characteristic of scientific understanding,
must necessarily be accomplished through the use of general laws and theories.
Producing an explanation of human action, therefore, would require a general law or
theory of human actions, the possibility of which Gallie believed was self-evidently
absurd. There was no single fixed theory by which to explain human action, he
argued, only “interest.” And who could say what might interest any particular
individual /group at any time? Such concepts could not be formalised or otherwise

reduced to generalities:

... there is no history of human beings or societies that cannot and do not, in an
extended sense of the phrase, speak to us: that do not belong with us in a single —
no matter how fragmentary — communication system. Thus there is no single
study or method of study of the human past per se. To be studied as history, a set of
past human actions must be felt by members of some human group to belong to
its past, and to be intelligible and worth understanding from the point of view of
its present interests.*"

310 Ibid., p.52. (emphasis in original)
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In other words, if human conscious purpose is presupposed in narrative — and thus
in history — it is not an epistemic stretch to then define narrative/history purely in
terms of human appreciation/ interest. Thus, by Gallie's own argument, while we can
say that “interest” is fundamental to narrative, we can say nothing more concrete
about it. The complexity which effectively renders every moment in history unique
forbids it. The same is true of the qualities of “following” and “conclusion.” One
might argue that terms incapable of such refinement are correspondingly weak as
definitions. In Gallie's view, however, such terms simply do not require any further
definition or formalisation of any kind, and would resist any attempt to provide it.
This is the basic shape of Gallie's more widely known argument regarding
“essentially contested concepts.” These are concepts like “art” or “democracy,” the
borders of which are intuitively clear, but the more precise content of which is
capable of endless revision and debate. In the case of such concepts, Gallie argues,
such ceaseless redefinition and argument is not a sign of imprecision or conceptual
weakness, but is a true expression of the most basic nature of that concept. Hence the
essentially in “essentially contested.” The “proper use” of essentially contested
concepts, he writes, “involves endless disputes about their proper uses on the part of

their users.”?"

Removing explanation as a goal for history thus effectively paved the way for what
was to become a far more literary understanding of history. For example, if
“following” (i.e., intelligibility) rather than explanation was the proper object of
historical understanding, then the quality of the written narrative description itself —
that is, how well it realised the goal of intelligibility — could potentially become a
central concern. Thus it is with Gallie that we first begin to see a shift in emphasis
from the realist/ empirical realm to the realm of narrative itself — from content to form.
Nor is this limited only to the definitional components of Gallie's narrative. Its most
tangible (and arguably dangerous) manifestation is to be found in Gallie's weakening
of the notion of “one historical world” - that is, the realist axiom by which no two
true historical accounts could fundamentally contradict either one another (or indeed
any true conclusion made in the sciences). This idea, which was so important in the

work of Gardiner, Walsh and Dray, Gallie instead thought of as:

... an intellectual ideal or device which is essential for the practice of history as we
know it; but its location, if it must be given one, is in the heads, because in the
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hopes of historians. To speak more exactly: the one historical world is an idea

without any definite descriptive content, indeed it is not an empirical idea at all.>"
This represents nothing less than the transference of what had previously been seen
as a strong empirical/ epistemic issue to the realm of form and convention. In this
way, the concept of narrative, decoupled from epistemology and aligned with the
literary, began to be seen as having power to determine content rather than merely
describe it. This, in turn, was possible because Gallie's definition of narrative (and thus
all historical understanding) placed such strong emphasis on the perceptual

7 £

machinery of human beings. Gallie's qualities of “interest,” “conclusion,” and
“following,” were effectively meaningless without some reference to human
cognition. A narrative must be of interest to somebody, followable by somebody. They
cannot be understood apart from this.*®* And given the “essentially contested” nature
of the basic components of Gallie's narratives, the failure of a work of written history
could be ascribed to either a flaw in evidence or logic, or to the assessor’s disagreement
with the author’s ability to engender “interest” andfor “following.” Form and content are
thus blurred together. Thus implied constantly throughout Gallie's work is the idea
that narratives were inextricably linked with human consciousness in a way that
scientific knowledge was not. And it was this focus on human perception which was

the driver of this greatly expanded role for formal construction in historical

knowledge.

Gallie's definition of narrative, therefore, represented a radical attempt to dissolve the
(perceived) problem of intuitionist revival versus nomothetic scientism. That Gallie
sought to accomplish this by denying that explanation had any place in history was
certainly inventive. But by predicating his model on human ideals of interest and
followability, Gallie had effectively smuggled a different set of supposedly self-
evident intuitionist ideas in through the back door. These ideas, moreover, had been
implicitly licenced by the assumption that history was utterly removed from scientific
understanding by its complexity and inability to be captured in general systems.
More importantly, the form of Gallie's narrative was viewed as so flexible (due to the
complexity of human interests which underpinned it) that decoding the form itself
became a significant part of historical study. These charges would likely not have
worried Gallie, of course, as it was clearly his intention to formulate history as a

mode of knowledge based on story, fully cognisant of all the connotations the term
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carried. But from such a beginning was born the school of philosophy which viewed
history as a primarily literary phenomenon. This was the thread which would
provide a rationale for the “linguistic turn” in history and ultimately led to the
narrative determinism of Louis Mink and Hayden White. If explanation in science
could be shown to encompass a non-nomothetic vision of explanatory narrative,
however, then this turning away from epistemic issues in history would become
unsupportable, and the requirements which Gallie and subsequent narrativists were
happy to dismiss as problems of scientific rather than historical understanding
would begin to reassert themselves. Or, put another way, if Gallie and subsequent
literary-narrativists are wrong about science, then they are wrong about history. And,
as we shall see in Part Two, they have been very wrong about science indeed. Purely
epistemic approaches to narrative, however, were not to be defeated quite so easily.
In order to demonstrate this, let us now turn to the case of Arthur Danto, a multi-
disciplinary philosopher whose work in the philosophy of history attempted to offer
precisely the kind of epistemic definition of an explanatory narrative which Gallie

claimed had been lacking from the philosophy of history.

Arthur Danto and the Logic of Narration

In Arthur Danto's writing on the philosophy of history can be found perhaps the best
and most complete attempt to clearly define what narratives are, how they relate to
historical evidence, and how they can function as explanations. Exactly the kind of
questions, in other words, that Gallie and subsequent literary-narrativists would
choose to abandon or otherwise marginalise. Because of this, Danto's 1965 work
Analytical Philosophy of History stands essentially alone in the field.*™* While, as we
shall see, the conclusions Danto reached were not particularly revolutionary — due in
part to his nomothetic assumptions regarding science — his work in articulating a
logical form for narrative description is remarkable for its sheer depth alone. Indeed,
the criticism we have already levelled at the unwillingness and / or inability of Walsh,
Dray, and Gallie to properly define narrative in anything other than oppositional
terms (that is, primarily useful because it wasn 't science) cannot be credibly levelled at
Danto. Analytical Philosophy of History was oriented almost entirely toward such

definitional questions. Danto's approach to this problem was to show, by paying the

314 Arthur C. Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1965.
Reprinted in 2007, with additional commentary, as: Arthur C. Danto, Narration and Knowledge
(including the Integral Text of Analytical Philosophy of History). Columbia University Press: New York,
2007. All citations here will be from this 2007 version.
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kind of close attention to definitions which had hitherto been lacking, that many
seemingly intractable issues in the philosophy of history were based on little more
than the conflicting usage of terms like “explanation” and “significance.” Thus, the
Analytical Philosophy sought to dissolve problems rather than “solve” them in any

traditional sense.

Many of the old structures of idealism are rejected in Danto's analysis. His rebuttal of
empathy/re-enactment was comprehensive. His argument against any meaningful
difference between 'plain’ and 'significant' narrative (to use Walsh's phraseology)
similarly so. His analysis of the class of arguments which insist that the “the past” is
possessed of a special nature, which requires a wholly different epistemological
approach from that of the sciences, was ruthlessly efficient and presaged similar
work in the philosophy of science by such philosophers as Peter Kosso. Largely
spared Danto's critical appraisal, however, was the notion of narrative as a peculiarly
historical property which might be usefully contrasted with a science oriented
exclusively toward generality. Thus, despite his sophistication in other areas, Danto
essentially reproduced the narrative separatism of his predecessors. “The difference
between history and science,” Danto argued, “is not that history does and science
does not employ organizing schemes which go beyond what is given. Both do. The
difference has to do with the kind of organizing schemes employed by each. History

77315

tells stories.”*” Danto's notions of science, therefore, were deeply implicated in his

definition of both narrative and history as a whole.

Danto constructed his model of history by collecting together the consequences of a
series of careful definitional arguments regarding what it is to call something
“history.” And these arguments are worth examining here in some detail, as they
explicitly contrast historical knowledge with that of the sciences at every step. More
specifically, Danto sought to identify what history did that the sciences did not, and
to build his definition of both history and narrative upon any points of difference so
identified. This not only reveals Danto's own presuppositions about science, it also
effectively renders his entire vision of history dependent upon the correctness of those
presuppositions. Before even beginning to speculate as to the nature of narrative and
historical explanation, however, Danto sought to isolate exactly what a narrative

would be required to explain and what might safely be jettisoned. To do this, he

315 Danto, Narration and Knowledge. p.111. (emphasis in original)
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devoted a chapter of the Analytical Philosophy to establishing a firm logical difference
between what he called “substantive” and “analytical” philosophies of history. Danto
drew this distinction in order to make a clear point about the nature of historical
knowledge. “Substantive philosophers of history,” were, Danto argued, like
historians in that they were “concerned to give accounts of what happened in the
past.” But where historians had this as their only aim, Danto claimed, substantive
philosophers of history sought “to give an account of the whole of history.” And this
(since one can only assume that history is an ongoing concern and that the events of
today will be fodder for the historians of tomorrow), must necessarily include the
future. Thus, writes Danto, the “substantive philosophy of history is an attempt to
discover a kind of theory concerned with the... notion of the whole of history.” These
theories could be either descriptive or explanatory. A descriptive theory would
attempt to “show a pattern amongst the events which make up the whole past, and
to project this pattern into the future,” whereas an explanatory theory would be
additional to this, an attempt to “account for this pattern in causal terms.” Danto
compares the difference between these two approaches to the difference between the
descriptive theory of planetary motion offered by Kepler, and the explanatory

approach (via universal gravitation) of Newton.>'®

Yet, Danto argued, all attempts at such “substantive” philosophies of history had
been manifestly unsuccessful. The reasons for this, he argued, were two. First,
because philosophies of history have been (when compared to laws and theories in
the sciences) “unspeakably inept, with almost no power to predict.” And second,
because such an analogy reduced the actual practices and products of the discipline
of history to the level of mere data-gathering — useless without further synthesis. In
other words, the “substantive” approach divorced the making of factual statements
from their interpretation. In such a view, the tightly focused historical monograph or
journal publication which makes up the bulk of modern historical scholarship would
be equivalent to the tables of data from which, for example, Kepler distilled his laws
of planetary motion. Yet, to say that there were not arguments being made and
interpretation of evidence being performed in even the most minutiae-obsessed of
historical publications, Danto argued, was absurd. Historical explanation, whatever
its nature, could not only be taking place at the level of grand laws. For this reason,

Danto concluded that history must be some other form of knowledge underwritten
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by an entirely different explanatory process. “If we think,” he wrote, “of ordinary
historical accounts (and not even just the best of these), they seem to be highly
developed instances in their own genre, satisfying criteria applicable to that genre,
and throwing into relief the way in which philosophies of history fail miserably to
satisfy the criteria for a scientific theory.”*” This, of course, begged the question as to
just what “genre” history belonged to if historical accounts/explanations could not
be captured by the nomothetic model. The answer, Danto asserted, lay in the concept
of narrative. From a dissatisfaction with past attempts to replicate the nomothetic
ideal of science within history, therefore, Danto began to construct his narrative
alternative. But before saying precisely how narrative operated, Danto first had to
define it in such a way as to allow the exclusively past-focused academic history he
wished to preserve to be separated from the grand “substantive” philosophies of
history he wished to exclude. Moreover, he also had to make sure that both might be
firmly distinguished from the nomothetic sciences. Or, put another way, he had to
make history historical. Danto achieved both of these goals through the concept he

variously called “meaning” or “significance.”

'Significance' as the Basis for Danto's Narrative

Danto's concept of “meaning” /”significance” was the most basic building block of
his definition of narrative. It was not only the most fundamental property of
narrative, but also the single basic characteristic which was to firmly and completely
divide historical from scientific knowledge. All historical accounts, Danto argued,
employed some sense of “meaning,” whereas explanations in the sciences did not.

Philosophies of history, he wrote:

... tend to give interpretations of sequences of happenings which are very like
what one finds in history, and very unlike what one finds in science. Philosophies
of history make use of a concept of interpretation which it seems to me would be
grossly inappropriate in science, namely a certain concept of meaning.>®
From the route by which Danto has arrived at not only the need to separate history
and science but the method (“meaning”) by which he has done so, we can see a clear
acceptance of a nomothetically conceived science in which the “power to predict” is a

required test for membership. Danto is effectively pointing out that the reason

substantive philosophies of history (such as those of Vico, Hegel, or Marx) have

317 Ibid., p.5. (emphasis added)
318 Ibid., p.7.

151



failed when judged by the standards of nomothetic science is because they simply
aren’t science, despite their focus on reduction and prediction. For even these
substantive accounts, Danto claims, are working instead within an entirely different
mode of knowledge. That is, they are producing narrative accounts of the past,
oriented around a central idea of “meaning” or “significance.” And it is this idea,
Danto argues, which is both the source of the illegitimacy of substantive philosophies

of history, and the key to successfully formalising narrative as an epistemology.

On the surface, Danto's arguments for the necessity of “meaning” or “significance” as
concepts seem similar to those of Gallie. Gallie, it will be recalled, chose to define
narrative in terms which relied specifically on the machinery of human cognition in
order to gain any content at all. Danto's vision of “meaning,” however, was more
empirically grounded. For Danto, the terms “meaning” and “significance,” when
applied to historical events/objects, acquired content not from some unknown
process of the human mind, but from other events/objects. More specifically, an earlier
event/object acquired a sense of “significance” because it had some important causal
relation to a later event/object. Thus the concept of meaning, Danto argued, must be

logically and inherently temporal. “It is only retrospectively,” he writes:

... that we are entitled to say that an episode has a given specific meaning, and
then only with respect to the total work. But information concerning the total work
is just what we lack when we are going through it for the first time: then, if
something strikes us as meaningless, we have to wait and see whether it is so: and
if something seems to us to have a certain meaning, then again, we must wait and
see if we are right. We are often obliged to revise our views concerning the
meaning of an episode, in the light of what happens afterwards. This sense of
meaning has application in history too. Now that the French Revolution is over,
we can say what was the significance of the Tennis Court Oath — something which
even the participants in that event might have been wildly wrong about.*"

In this way, Danto both introduces and justifies the intuitively familiar form of
narrative as some kind of account over time. Simultaneously, Danto also succeeds in
logically justifying the stipulation that a narrative can only be created about events in
the past of the person who produces it. This definitional move not only captures the
exclusive focus of actual historians on the explication of events in their own past, but
also has the additional advantage of showing the efforts of substantive philosophers
of history to be deeply misguided. For the temporal nature of “meaning” and/or

”significance” would mean that the substantive philosopher of history who wants to
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discern the pattern behind the whole of history, which must necessarily include the
future (in its capacity of history-to-be), is making judgements regarding the meaning
and significance of events that have not yet occurred. Or, if they have occurred, without
the re-contextualisation that subsequent events might provide. For even if the
event/object is extremely ancient, it might yet acquire some new significance on the
basis of some future event or discovery. Consider, for example, the added
significance for evolutionary biology that certain dinosaur fossils (those creatures of
the suborder Theropoda) acquired after compelling evidence was discovered that they
were the ancestors of modern birds.*® It is precisely this possibility of indefinite
future addition/revision which is the source of the illegitimacy of the substantive
philosophy of history, argues Danto. The substantive philosopher of history “is one
who speaks about the future in a manner which is appropriate only to the past, or
who speaks of the present in the light of a future treated as a fait accompli.”**' This, for
Danto, was a profound abuse of the possibility of historical knowledge, and was due
(at least in part) to a desire to force history into the likeness of nomothetic science.
And yet that which made such speculative work illegitimate — the temporal nature of
any concept of “meaning” and/or “significance” — was also that which justified

“ordinary” historical work.

Danto's idea of a specifically historical “meaning” or “significance” is also
fundamentally connected to narrative. “To ask for the significance of an event, in the
historical sense of the term,” Danto argued, “is to ask a question which can be
answered only in the context of a story.”?? And so it was narrative which, for Danto,
was the basis of this unique form of historical knowledge. This was in stark
opposition to scientific form of knowledge, which was instead concerned with

prediction and general laws:

The mode of organizing events which is essential to history does not, I shall argue,
admit of projection into the future, and in this sense the structures in accordance
with which these organizations are effected are not like scientific theories.*?

So, in sum, historical knowledge deployed concepts of “meaning” and “significance”

which, according to Danto, had no place in the sciences. Moreover, it was those same
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qualities which prevented prediction, and thus - via a nomothetic assumption
regarding science — disqualified history from being a science. And, because the event
itself and the subsequent event by which it must acquire said significance are
necessarily temporally separated (even if only by a very short time), the significance
of events could only be told as a story in time — which Danto called a narrative.
Moreover, Danto argued, the fact that historical events acquired their significance in
terms of other events meant that it was logically impossible for any account of the past
to be complete (in the sense of requiring no further revision). For some future event
might occur which would lend new significance to a past event, and thus require the
revision of relevant historical accounts. Thus Danto has also provided a consistent
logical defence for the endless revision and shifts in perspective which characterise
the historical enterprise. If one accepts the flow of his logic, it seems, one is
committed to a view of history reminiscent of the (almost certainly apocryphal, but
instructive nonetheless) anecdote usually attributed to the Chinese statesman Zhou
Enlai. When asked (supposedly by Richard Nixon in 1972) about the impact of the
French Revolution on Western civilisation, Zhou — a former student of French history

—is alleged to have replied, “it is too soon to tell.”

Danto and the Explanatory Power of Narrative

In order for Danto's model of narrative to be an epistemic model, however, he is
required to say something regarding how narratives relate to explanation. Without
such an account, his own work on explanation is subject to precisely those failures
which led Gallie to turn away from the epistemic possibilities of the narrative form
altogether. Danto's approach to this problem is both prescient and unique, and will
have important implications for Part Two of this thesis. The problem with past
attempts to integrate narrative and explanation, Danto argued, was that narrativists
like Walsh and Dray had insisted on the narrative form and the issue of explanation
as being separate issues. And this, Danto claimed, was simply incorrect. At best it
demonstrated a lack of seriousness regarding narrative as an epistemic alternative to
laws. One did not, for instance, demand a further account of why nomothetic laws
constituted explanations. This is because explanation is part of the very definition of
what a law is. So why was narrative assumed to be so weak as to be required to define
itself in terms external to itself? This would seem to be a case of narrativists tacitly

accepting the inferiority of narrative even as they ostensibly worked to defend it.
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Much better, Danto argued, to seek the explanatory content of the concept itself.

In order to demonstrate this, Danto examined the classic example of the separation of
narrative and explanation as represented by W. H. Walsh's proposed difference
between “plain” and “significant” narrative. “Plain” narrative, it will be recalled
from Chapter Two, being “an exact description of what happened,” and “significant”
narrative being aimed “not merely at saying what happened but also at (in some
sense) explaining it.”*** This division, Danto pointed out, separated narrative and
explanation, meaning that the two concepts had to be separately defined and
justified. Danto was unconvinced by such arguments, however, and instead argued
that to relate any kind of narrative at all was explanation, thus collapsing these two
processes into one.*” This approach had two key advantages. First, it removed the
need to integrate conceptually separate discussions of explanation with narrative.
And second, it removed the requirement to see history as a transformational method
(i.e.,, a process which took the past as input, and produced “proper” history as
output). For Danto, narrative was a much more fundamental process than that. In
fact, Danto argued, narrative is that which takes place whenever time-separated events
are described. And that description, no matter how seemingly trivial, represents an

explanation insofar as it links these events in some way.

Central to these arguments for history as a process which produced narrative, Danto
argued, was the idea that an account of the past containing no explanatory content
was not only possible, but practical. Such an account was what Walsh had called “a
description of the facts restricted to a straightforward statement of what occurred.”3?
From such descriptions, Walsh's argument runs, historians fashioned interpretations
— higher level structures which somehow explained the transformations that the
chronicle merely described. “This is,” Danto responds, “a distinction I am unable to
accept. For I wish to argue that history is of a piece... there is nothing one might call a
pure description in contrast with something else to be called an interpretation.”” If it
is a narrative at all, Danto argued, then it must contain some interpretive (i.e., selected

according to some criteria of meaning/significance) content:

324 W. H. Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History. Third (Revised) Edition. Hutchinson &
Co.: London, 1967. p.32.

325 Danto, Narration and Knowledge. p.119.

326 W. H. Walsh, "Plain' and 'Significant' Narrative in History,' The Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 55, No. 11
(May 1958). p.480.

327 Danto, Narration and Knowledge. p.115.

155



I shall say, then, that any narrative is a structure imposed upon events, grouping
some of them together with others, and ruling some out as lacking relevance. So it
could not be a distinguishing mark of any given kind of narrative that it does

this.?
Danto pushed this argument much further, arguing that descriptions of even
seemingly trivial events/objects must contain explanatory content. It is not even
possible to say, he argues, without involving this fundamental temporal property of
narrative, that a person is performing an activity like “planting roses.” They might,
so far as an eyewitness might report after a moment's glance, “just be putting a seed
in a hole when we describe [them] as 'planting roses," or simply turning screws when
we describe [them] as 'repairing the radio.”?® Such statements Danto called
“narrative sentences.” Such sentences, in Danto's broadest definition, “refer to at least
two time-separated events though they only describe (are only about) the earliest event
to which they refer.”** Such sentences are explanatory in the sense that if we were to
enquire as to why someone was, at that very moment, putting a seed in a hole, the
reply “they are planting roses” would carry some explanatory power. Narrative
sentences can be made to explain still further if we choose to draw specifically causal
links between earlier events and later ones. Similarly, narrative sentences can also
have a colligatory function — drawing together disconnected events/objects (such as
“simply turning screws”) into a higher level theoretical description (“repairing the

radio”). And in this sense too, explanation is performed.

Danto's “narrative sentences” are also unique in that their truth value depends upon
the time at which they are uttered. Therefore, given the constant re-contextualisation
which (as we have already seen) must always be possible with respect to assessments
of historical significance, the class of true statements it is theoretically possible to
make about any given past event/object can only grow with temporal distance from
that event/object. There must, therefore, be many more true statements which can
only be made after an event/object than there are true statements which could have
been made at the time. From this it follows that the vast majority of true statements
about the past will — being made in hindsight and with selection for significance —
involve temporal displacement, and must therefore (by definition) be narrative
sentences. This, coupled with Danto's axiom that one cannot claim to predict (or to

know what will be of significance in) the future, means that the range of true
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statements which one might make about any given past event logically extends from
the historian's own present as far back into the past as available evidence will take
you. Thus narrative is better understood as a fundamental property of historical
descriptions themselves, and not an explanatory mechanism which is later applied by

historians to the raw material of the past.

Danto's Narratives Considered as Theories, and Their Relationship to The

Scientific

In this sense then, Danto is offering a view of history where almost every statement
made about the past constitutes a miniature theory which collects evidence in support
of some conclusion. How can we know that someone is “planting roses”? Because we
have several pieces of evidence which we might draw together under that term.
Danto calls such terms “project verbs.”*' According to this model, an historical entity
such as “the Second World War” represents a large narrative theory in support of
which many pieces of evidence — in the form of a myriad of other narrative sentences
and project verbs — can be cited. No-one is saying, of course, that the very occurrence
of the war itself could plausibly be falsified at this stage. In that respect, one might
think of it as an extremely successful theory! But to what extent are we justified in
referring to those events under that name? Which events/objects should be included
and which left out? For what reasons? Can we ascribe any properties to “the Second
World War” as a whole, and if so, by what evidence? This is Danto's vision of history:
the deployment of interlaced and interlocking “narrative sentences” and “project
verbs” in order to organise and explain the significance of past events. In Danto's
view, evidence never stands alone, it must always be evidence for something. And
that something is not given, or not only given, by the evidence itself. Temporal
separation (and the issues of significance which arise from it) ensures this. But this
raises the question: in what way do these kinds of theoretical structures differ from
those in the sciences? Danto's answer is to assert that narratives must be localised in
terms of subject. They tell a particular story, in answer to particular historical

questions:

I have been endorsing the view that narratives may be regarded as kinds of
theories, capable of support, and introducing, by grouping them together in
certain ways, a kind of order and structure into events. A narrative, so considered,
is nevertheless localized as to space and time, it forms an answer to an historical

331 Ibid., p.161. (emphasis in original)
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question, and is accordingly to be distinguished from a general theory which is not
thus localized, and is not therefore an answer to an historical question.*?
And so we arrive at essentially the same argument as that made by Dray. In order for
theories to be scientific, Danto argues, they must have the quality of generality. They

cannot be localised.

But the similarity of Danto's argument to Dray's leaves him vulnerable to the same
objection: how does a theory like “the Second World War” differ from a theory like
“the K/T extinction”? Both are highly localised and unique clusters of related
historical events. Both presumably have narrative explanations. Why then is one
history and the other science? It would seem that, yet again, the possibility that there
might be scientific questions with narrative answers is simply not considered. One
might counter, of course, that the Second World War is history (rather than science)
because it concerns the actions of human beings. But this is not an argument which
can be established from Danto's model of narrative alone. In the case of the K/T
extinction, any number of narrative sentences could be offered which would satisfy
Danto's broad definition of the term. Even a comparatively high-level statement such
as “a meteor impact approximately 65 million years ago caused the extinction of the
dinosaurs,” for example, satisfies Danto's definition. That is, it concerns two time-
separated events, but is only about the earlier. Moreover, it clearly contains
explanatory content. As we have already seen, however, Danto made it very clear
that he considered the use of narrative to be the only difference between history and
the sciences. “The fact,” he wrote, “that these sentences may constitute in some
measure a differentiating stylistic feature of narrative writing is of less interest to me
than the fact that use of them suggests a differentiating feature of historical
knowledge.”** Thus Danto's idea of narrative does surprisingly little heavy lifting in
service of his history/science division, despite this being the very division he
invoked it to establish. Narrative for Danto was a tool for following the threads of
localised, particular events, and was thus well suited to human history. But that does
not explain why it should be considered only a property of human history. Only in
opposition to a purely generalising vision of science could narrative justify such a
separation. And if this assumption regarding science were to prove false, then so
would the division. This is not to say that Danto's view of history is not useful (for it

is potentially profoundly so), only that it rules itself apart from the sciences unjustly.

332 Ibid., pp.137-138.
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Certainly, Danto succeeded in producing a compelling analytic reconstruction of the
logic of temporal (i.e., narrative) statements. But, adhering as he did to a nomothetic
assumption regarding science, he was unable to see the wider potential significance

of that work.

Having attempted to argue that narrative (i.e., historical) and nomothetic (i.e.,
scientific) explanations were entirely separate, Danto leaves himself with the task of
showing how these two explanatory models can co-exist. Danto wishes to argue that
narratives can and do explain. He also, as we have seen, wishes to argue for the
epistemological autonomy of history. And lastly, he appears to have endorsed that
realist 'one world' axiom by which history and science, despite their separation,
could not materially conflict. “The claim,” he wrote, “that there are two distinct kinds
of events — scientific events, which can be predicted and explained, and historical
events, which cannot — is erroneous. There are not two classes of events, but perhaps
two classes of descriptions.”** When considered in light of the nomothetic
assumption, however, these aims seem to exhibit some tension. The method by
which Danto attempted to resolve this tension and render these two classes (the
narrative and the nomothetic) compatible was through the weakening of the tacit
assumption that a nomothetic explanation represents a complete explanation of any
given phenomenon. He does this by demonstrating that a nomothetic explanation
cannot explain any given phenomenon across all of its possible descriptions. “There are,”
Danto argues, “explananda which logically presuppose general laws, and explananda
which do not.”** Nomothetic explanations are thus only ever partial. This leverages
to Danto's advantage his prior claim that true descriptions of any given object/event

are potentially limitless (if only due to the possibility of later re-contextualisation):

Phenomena as such are not explained. It is only phenomena as covered by a
description which are capable of explanation, and then, when we speak of
explaining them, it must always be with reference to that description. So an
explanation of a phenomenon must, in the nature of the case, be relativized to a
description of that phenomenon. But then, if we have explained a phenomenon E,
as covered by description D, it is always possible to find another description D’ of
E, under which E cannot be explained with the original explanation. If there are
indefinitely many possible descriptions of a phenomenon, there may be
indefinitely many possible explanation of that phenomenon...?*

Explanation by means of a general law does not therefore exhaust the possible space

334 Ibid., p.178. (emphasis added)
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of explanation for any single phenomenon. By way of illustration, Danto offers the
example of Prince Rainier III of Monaco's marriage to Grace Kelly. “During the
celebration of the last fete nationale monegasque,” he writes, “the streets were
decorated, as one would expect, with the flag of Monaco. But side by side with these
were to be found American flags.” One might wonder — why only American flags?
Why not German or French? This is a fact which — at least for those uninitiated to the
facts of the marriage — requires explanation. Such an event, Danto argued, could in
principle be covered by a law. Perhaps something like: “whenever a nation has a
sovereign of a different national origin than its own citizens, those citizens will, on
the appropriate occasions, honour that sovereign in some acceptable fashion.” Stating
the presence of the flags, Kelly's country of origin, and the appropriate nature of the
fete as initial conditions, one might — in theory — deduce the result. This should,
Danto argued, satisfy even Hempel - if only as an explanation sketch.*” A problem
arises, however, when one attempts to view this law as predictive. For given only the
above law and the fact that Grace Kelly was of non-monegasque origin, one would be
entitled to deduce only that some honour would be paid to her. One would not have
sufficient information to derive the specific form of that honour. “One can,” Danto
points out, “honour a foreign-born sovereign without necessarily putting out the
flags of that sovereign's native country.” In other words, the law is not enough to
explain the specific fact of the flags, for the same law could potentially cover any
number of other potential honours. Thus the law does not logically guarantee the
observed outcome.*® This is not to say that the law is useless, merely that it is
incomplete. It can only explain under certain descriptions, which correspondingly limits
its applicability. And it is the role of narrative, Danto argued, to explain those details

and cases which laws cannot cover:

... narratives, rather than being simply explanation sketches which mark the place
where laws are to be inserted, might instead be regarded as the result of taking an
explanation sketch which makes use of general laws already, these marking the
place where the description of an event is to be inserted. That is, where we are
certain of the law but uncertain as to what precisely happened, the narrative then
consisting in an account in which the general knowledge of what kind of thing must
have happened is replaced by the specific knowledge of what specific thing, of the
required kind, in fact occurred.’”

Thus, even if specifically historical laws do govern history, and even if those laws one

day became known, the historian's task would not be materially altered:
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... the task of history itself would still be to tell the story of what precisely
happened, even if the story should fall under a general historical law as an
instance, and even if the law should be known. History alone would be able to
exhibit the amazing variety of temporal wholes which none the less all fall under a
single historical law. Our fascination with the details of the past would, if anything,
increase.*’
Thus is Danto's rapprochement accomplished. In order to provide a truly complete
description of any phenomenon, one would require both laws and narratives.
However, while compelling, this argument fails to address the underlying problem of
why it is that nomothetic explanations are assumed to be the exclusive province of
science, and narratives are assumed to be concerns that science can never have.
Danto has argued eloquently for two fundamental modes of explanation rather than
one. What he assumes rather than proves, however, is that only one of those modes
ought to be considered science. The difference which makes the difference is, Danto
claims, the presence of narrative. But, as we have already hinted at in the case of the
K/T extinction, the use of narrative in sciences like geology, paleontology, and
evolutionary biology is not only possible, but often highly desirable. For the kinds of
questions asked by these acknowledged sciences are just as likely — perhaps even
more so — to strain the boundaries of what nomothetic explanation can accomplish as
any question in human history. Why should they not also avail themselves of Danto's
insights? Danto's model is thus an extremely successful one in almost all respects. It
admits the existence and validity of nomothetic explanation, and effectively
reconciles narrative with it without compromising the explanatory power of either.
Indeed, as Part Two will show, Danto anticipates much of the substantive content of
work done in the philosophy of science by authors like David Hull and Peter Kosso.
Where Danto differs from these later philosophers of science, however, is in his
insistence that scientific explanation can only be performed by means of nomothetic
laws, and that the use of narrative must therefore shift historical knowledge into
some parallel explanatory universe. This effectively renders parochial that which has
the potential to be a general logic of all temporal phenomena. This is, once again, the

result of a nomothetic assumption, uncritically held.

Thomas Kuhn's Revision of the Nature of Science

In actuality, Danto's seemingly uncritical acceptance of the nomothetic assumption

340 Ibid., p.256. (emphasis in original)
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was, as he himself has admitted, largely an accident of timing. In an introduction
added to a 1984 reprint of Analytical Philosophy of History, Danto wrote: “the
Analytical Philosophy of History was conceived and written on the cusp, as it were, of a
profound revolution in the philosophical conception of science.”*' That revolution
was the transformation in the perception of science wrought by the publication of
Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.*? Prior to the profound change
in scientific thought this work ushered in, Danto argued, philosophy of history had
been little more than an extended discussion of the applicability of a nomothetic
model of knowledge to history. The basic premiss of that model, however, passed
largely unquestioned. It was, Danto argued, “more or less assumed by Hempel's
opponents... that the model was quite adequate for explanation in the natural
sciences.” What Kuhn represented then, was a “systematic questioning of this entire
conception of natural science.”*® He accomplished this through what Danto called a

“historicization” of the philosophy of science:

Instead of history being connected to the wider body of science by a logical
Anschluss, the natural sciences themselves became matters for the kinds of
interpretation the earlier theorists had identified as the methodological
prerogative of the human sciences: ways of reading the world. To be sure, there
now really was a unity of science, in the sense that all of science was brought
under history rather than, as before, history having been brought under science
construed on the model of physics.**
In other words, Kuhn had shown (to Danto's satisfaction at least) that history was
fundamental not merely to the philosophy of science, but to science itself. Because of
this, Kuhn argued, static, timeless structures (such as the idea of general laws) could
no longer claim to adequately represent the whole of scientific knowledge. Narrative,
Danto argued, had “become focal to the philosophy of science itself, construed in the
post-Kuhnian period as a thoroughly historical undertaking.” The Analytical
Philosophy of History had therefore been written at an awkward time, Danto wrote, as
the “structures it works with and against were inherited from the philosophy of

science as practiced by Hempel.”*

By the 1980s, Kuhn's Structure had become the most cited English-language academic

work of the twentieth century.®* Because of this, and because Kuhn's work has been
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ably and amply discussed elsewhere, there is no need to consider the specifics of his
argument here. It will suffice merely to say that the Structure of Scientific Revolutions
was successful in cultivating a historical dimension within the philosophy of science.
Kuhn accomplished this by building a model of science from a historical analysis of
its past transformations, rather than attempting — as had been the norm in earlier
philosophy of science — to establish a static structure of ideal scientific theory and
practice. Central to Kuhn's argument was his contention that science did not progress
in a linear fashion. Nor was science a steadily increasing accumulation of reliable
knowledge which could all be described and understood within a single explanatory
model. Kuhn instead postulated that science was periodically transformed — the
“revolutions” of the title — by new overarching worldviews, which did not merely
add to previous knowledge but displaced it. Kuhn called such worldviews paradigms.

By choosing this term, Kuhn states:

... I mean to suggest that some accepted examples of actual scientific practice —
examples which include law, theory, application, and instrumentation together —
provide models from which spring particular coherent traditions of scientific
research. These are the traditions which the historian describes under such rubrics
as 'Ptolemaic astronomy' (or 'Copernican'), 'Aristotelian dynamics' (or
'Newtonian'), 'corpuscular optics' (or 'wave optics'), and so on.*
This meant that the way reality was described in scientific models was a factor in the
kinds of questions scientific theories/laws could ask, and the kinds of conclusions
they could intelligibly formulate. And these descriptions, Kuhn argued, need not be
continuous. For example, the Ptolemaic description of astronomy and the Copernican
description were both - despite being models of a real system — theoretically
incommensurable>*® It was impossible, in other words, to understand one paradigm
from the conceptual viewpoint of another®” Different paradigms would have
different ideas of what constituted evidence for a proposition, for instance, or even
different ideas of what a valid proposition was. Copernicus and Ptolemy, for example,
would have seen something very different in the same sunset, and would have
drawn from it somewhat different conclusions regarding the motion of the Earth — or

the lack thereof. Paradigms are required to be internally coherent, but need not be

coherent with each other.
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The implication of this incommensurability argument, however, also extended to the
explanatory models of science themselves. For if paradigms really were
incommensurable, then one could hardly expect the knowledge generated across all
paradigms to conform to a single nomothetic-deductive model. Indeed, if this were
the case, it would constitute direct evidence against Kuhn's conclusions. This
immediately called into question the positivist doctrine of the methodological unity
of knowledge — the claim that all knowledge must be of the same (preferably
nomothetic) form. Kuhn had effectively opened up the possibility that different
paradigms could have different explanatory models. As a result, the Hempelian
model of explanation came to be accorded far less respect in both the philosophy of
science and the philosophy of history. From being a paradigm case that any model of
historical explanation had to either accommodate or plausibly divorce itself from, it
became merely another voice in the choir. This, it should be remembered, was no bad
thing. As Part Two will demonstrate, the doctrinaire insistence that something like
the Hempelian model could capture all of scientific practice was far too reductive. In
this sense, Kuhn had provided plausible theoretical backing to the idealist concept of
autonomous epistemic domains. More importantly, he had done so from within the
philosophy of science rather than history. This meant that he could not be seen as a
partisan when cited in the service of disputes in other disciplines, and perhaps

explains — at least in part — his popularity as an authority among the humanities.

By bringing a historical dimension to the sciences, however, Kuhn did not intend to
destroy science or grant licence to the total abandonment of epistemology. In fact, the
expanded role Kuhn saw for historical method and enquiry in the sciences
represented exactly the kind of dissolution of barriers between the two fields that this
thesis would seek to achieve. For Kuhn, the closing of the gap between history and
science was not a radical demotion of one over the other. For example, in a postscript

to a later edition of The Structure, Kuhn writes:

To the extent that the [Structure of Scientific Revolutions] portrays scientific
development as a succession of tradition-bound periods punctuated by non-
cumulative breaks, its theses are undoubtedly of wide applicability. But they
should be, for they are borrowed from other fields. Historians of literature, of
music, of the arts, of political development, and of many other human activities
have long described their subjects in the same way. Periodization in terms of
revolutionary breaks in style, taste, and institutional structure have been among
their standard tools. If I have been original with respect to concepts like these, it
has mainly been by applying them to the sciences, fields which had been widely
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thought to develop in a different way.*>

This hardly seems a damning assessment for the possibility of scientific knowledge.
Indeed, having made this argument, Kuhn immediately goes on to reaffirm a belief in

realism and the possibility of scientific progress. He writes:

This book was intended also to make another sort of point, one that has been less
clearly visible to many of its readers. Though scientific development may resemble
that in other fields more closely than has often been supposed, it is also strikingly
different. To say, for example, that the sciences, at least after a certain point in their
development, progress in a way that other fields do not, cannot have been all
wrong, whatever progress itself may be. One of the objects of this book was to
examine such differences and begin accounting for them.*!
In light of these statements, it seems far more reasonable to conclude that Kuhn
believed history and science were deeply intertwined and complementary, rather
than profoundly epistemically mismatched. It would thus seem that it was only if one
already had a particularly low opinion of the epistemic possibilities of historical knowledge
that statements like the above looked like any threat to scientific realism. In order to
see the intrusion of history into science as a disaster, in other words, one needed a
view of history more like Gallie's literary-narrativism than Walsh, Dray or Danto's
epistemic-narrativism. Gallie, it will be recalled, had a view of historical
understanding as not only infinitely interpretive and dependent on human
subjectivity, but also as almost entirely disconnected from epistemology. For anyone
holding such a dim view of the possibilities for historical knowledge, its intrusion into
the sciences could hardly be seen as anything less than a total disaster for the latter's
privileged epistemic position. The intrusion of a more epistemic-narrativist view,
however, would mean little more than the taking down of a barrier between the
historical and scientific worlds that had had no real reason to exist in the first place.
To prevent science from being dissolved into irrelevance, in other words, Kuhn was
in dire need of a principled epistemic model of history. This is not a problem he
examined in depth, but the need for it is clear. Such a model would have to be, at a
minimum, able to conceptualise change in a way that the static, timeless structures of
the nomothetic-deductive method could not. It will be our contention that not only
can some variant of Danto's epistemic model of narrative perform such a role, but
that such a model of history should itself be understood as scientific. But by the time

Kuhn had offered a window of opportunity for narrative and historical knowledge to
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be amalgamated into science without being forced into a narrow Hempelian model,
long years of debate with that model had forced narrativism away from science and

out of the epistemic sphere altogether. It was, quite simply, too late.

Louis Mink, Hayden White and the Flight From Epistemology

Consider, for example, the work of pioneering literary-narrativist philosopher of
history Louis Mink. Like many others of his era, Mink began his career as a
philosopher of history influenced by the covering law debate. “It could be said
without exaggeration,” he wrote in 1974, “that until about 1965 the critical
philosophy of history was the controversy over the covering-law model.”*** Thus,
Mink's own views were shaped, in just the manner our previous examples have
suggested, by the view that he was opposing. In his 1966 article 'The Autonomy of

Historical Understanding,* for instance, he argued as follows:

Common to all arguments that there is no irreducible difference between historical
and scientific method is an acceptance of something like these propositions: (1)...
there is a single logical mode of explanation. (This is the principle of the
methodological unity of science.) (2) The explanation of any phenomenon involves
its subsumption under general principles... Specifically, the explanation of a
phenomenon requires showing the statement describing it to be a deductive
consequence of a set of general laws... (This is the principle of explanation by
hypothetico-deductive theory.)**

Wishing to evade the consequences of such a strictly nomothetic view of science,

Mink went on to frame his own arguments about history in terms of autonomy:

... the primary assumption of the proto-science view is that there can be no
legitimate mode of understanding not analyzable by an explicit methodology. If it
can be shown that history is autonomous, and not proto-science, it must be done, I
think, not by showing that there is some fact or set of facts which can be explained
“historically” but not “scientifically,” nor even by providing alternative models of
scientific explanation, but by a critique of this assumption.>®

The paper that followed was essentially a comparison of several features of historical
practice which conflicted with a nomothetic view of science, and could thus be

considered evidence of history's autonomy. Mink ultimately concluded that while
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history could be made to conform to something like the propositions above (if a
certain amount of methodological immaturity were allowed), such a model would
omit what he considered to be the most important aspect of history — interpretation.
“A common theme,” he argued, “runs through... the characteristics of historiography
on which I have tried at least to focus attention: the idea of “historical synthesis” or
“interpretive history”; and it is the special character of this as a mode of
understanding which a theory of historical knowledge must recognize if the
methodological autonomy of history is to be justified or preserved.”** Mink's entire
view of history, in other words, was defined in opposition to a nomothetic model of
science. And although he did not (in this paper) offer his own model of history, he
argued that one was necessary because of the inability of the scientific model to

adequately capture historical practice.

One can hardly fail to notice the similarity of Mink's defence of historical autonomy
to those seen in almost all of our prior examples. In each case, the autonomy of
history was predicated on the inability of science to capture the kinds of questions
historians routinely sought answers to. Mink also resembles many of our earlier
examples in that he sought to base the knowledge generated by an autonomous
history in the concept of narrative. Where Mink differed from those who came before
him, however, was in his argument that narrative — in the sense of “story” — was a
distorting lens. In this, Mink could be compared only to W. B. Gallie. For Mink,
narrative was the key idea which separated history from science because it was itself
a discursive structure which could not be separated from the evidence from which it
was constructed. The “significant conclusions of historical arguments,” Mink argued,
“are embedded or incorporated in the narrative structure of historical writing itself;
they are not propositions for which the historian provides an array of evidence, but
the specific way in which the evidence is discursively ordered.” Thus where scientific
conclusions “dispense with their evidence,” historical conclusions “contain theirs, as

7357 This, of course, assumes the total

(narrative) structure contains content.
transparency of scientific structures, which is itself highly questionable (to say
nothing of also implying an acceptance of the nomothetic assumption). Putting this
aside for the moment, however, Mink linked narrative to his concept of “synoptic

judgement” as follows:
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The fact to which any theory of knowledge must return is the simple fact that
experiences come to us seriatim in time and yet must be capable of being held
together in an image of the manifold of events. The steps of a proof, the actions of
a narrative, the notes of a melody, and even the words of a sentence are
experienced one after the other, but must be considered in a single mental act
before they even constitute data for significant discourse.*®

This was, for Mink, the defining problem of all history. How could the historian

“communicate his experience of seeing-things-together in the necessarily narrative

style of one-thing-after-another”?*® And, more importantly, it was a problem that

science simply could not have:

I have tried, therefore... to ask whether “history” differs from “science” not
because it deals with different kinds of events and not because it uses models of
explanation which differ from — or may include but go beyond - the received
model of explanation in the natural sciences, but because it cultivates the
specialized habit of understanding which converts congeries of events into
concatenations, and emphasizes and increases the scope of synoptic judgement in
our reflection on experience.*"
Later in his career, however, as the fixation on a single, overarching model of
explanation faded, we begin to see a change in Mink's work. Rather than comparing
history with (and defining it against) an ideal model of scientific explanation, Mink
instead began to consider history in the light of narrative fiction. For although history
had a presumption of realism which fiction did not, Mink argued, history and fiction
possessed in common “the characteristics, structure, order and devices of narrative
form.”**! The shift in tone between 'The Autonomy of Historical Understanding' and
his 1970 paper 'History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension,'*? is particularly
revealing in this respect. The concern of the earlier paper for how history and science
might relate to one another was replaced in the latter by a blanket assumption of the
complete autonomy of history from science, and a view of narrative as an agent for
producing “comprehension” rather than explanation.’® In 'History and Fiction," Mink

argued that the “synoptic judgement” of which he had spoken in earlier work could

be realised in three ways:
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There are, I suggest, three... fundamental modes, irreducible to each other or to
any more general mode. I shall call these the theoretical mode, the categoreal mode,
and the configurational mode. They are roughly associated with types of
understanding characteristic of natural science, philosophy and history...3*
These are, Mink argued, the three possible ways in which “a number of objects can be
comprehended in a single mental act.” The theoretical mode comprehends them “as
instances of the same generalization,” a nomothetic mode that is “powerful but thin,”
and comprises all of the natural sciences. The categoreal mode comprehends them as
“examples of the same category,” as “both a painting and a geometry are examples of
complex form...” It was this mode, Mink argued, which “Plato — and, in fact, most
systematic philosophers — envisioned as an ideal aim.” And lastly, the configurational
mode, which comprehends things “as elements in a single and concrete complex of
relationships.” It was this mode, Mink argued, which was governed by narrative,
and had as its constituent members both history and fiction. It “is in this
configurational mode,” he wrote, “that we see together the complex of imagery in a
poem, or the combination of motives, pressures, promises and principles which
explain a Senator's vote...”** The most important aspect of these modes, however,
was their incommensurability. All three were incompatible, Mink argued, because
“each has ultimately the totality of human experience, or if one prefers, the 'world of
fact' as its subject matter.” In this view, these three modes represented something
much like Kuhnian paradigms — different ways of reading the world entire which,
while internally coherent, could not be translated into the terms of the others. From

this Mink derived a view of academic disciplines forever estranged:

One can see, in this light, that what are called “disciplines” are actually arenas in

which the partisans of each mode contend for dominance, each with its own aim

of understanding, identification of problems, and privileged language.*
For Mink, this represented an answer to all prior questions of how historical
explanation might be made to fit with the scientific. History could not only not
answer such questions, it did not have to. History was simply not required to be
concerned with anything outside of its own mode. “If it is true,” Mink argued, “that
the three modes are incompatible as ultimate aims, we must abandon hope of
achieving an eclectic or panperspectival outcome...”*” By adhering only to this

configurational mode of narrative, however, Mink's history found only fiction for
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company. This meant that it was now fiction which was the proper article of
comparison for the definition of history. “We could learn to tell stories of our lives
from nursery rhymes, or from culture-myths if we had any,” Mink argued, “but it is
from history and fiction that we learn how to tell and to understand complex stories,
and how it is that stories answer questions.”*®* Thus Mink's philosophy of history
began to wrestle more and more with questions of how the narrative chosen (or
imposed) by an historian might determine the past being described. And of the usual

grounds for distinguishing history from fiction, he began to equivocate:

It is not illuminating to distinguish history as true or as having a referent, from
fiction as imaginary, or as not having a referent — despite the fact that the birth and
death of Bismarck are reported in public records and the birth and death of
Leopold Bloom are not. Individual statements about the past may be true or false,
but a narrative is more than a conjunction of statements, and insofar as it is more it
does not repudiate a complex past but constructs one.**”

Mink's views regarding the relationship between history and fiction were to prove

highly influential®® on the philosopher of history Hayden White, whose 1973 book

31 has since

Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe
become a classic of contemporary philosophy of history. White's thesis went a good
deal further than Mink's, however, and without Mink's apparent reluctance. In the

preface to Metahistory, White clearly laid out his theoretical commitments:

In this theory I treat the historical work as what it most manifestly is: a verbal
structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse. Histories (and philosophies of
history as well) combine a certain amount of “data,” theoretical concepts for
“explaining” these data, and a narrative structure for their presentation as an icon
of sets of events presumed to have occurred in times past. In addition, I maintain,
they contain a deep structural content which is generally poetic, and specifically
linguistic in nature, and which serves as the precritically accepted paradigm of
what a distinctively “historical” explanation should be.*”

Borrowing explicitly from literary theory, White argued that this deep “poetic”
structure was manifested in written history through the use of organising principles

called “tropes,” of which there were four basic kinds — metaphor, synecdoche,

metonymy, and irony. These tropes, White argued, effectively determine the kinds of
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explanations and interpretive structures which will be considered permissible. “Each
of these modes of consciousness,” he writes, “provides the basis for a distinctive
linguistic protocol by which to prefigure the historical field and on the basis of which
specific strategies of historical interpretation can be employed for “explaining” it.” "
Literary considerations, in other words, intrude upon epistemological concerns. But
this is not the unavoidable interpretive component introduced by human minds
attempting the study of anything beyond themselves and which might be corrected
with diligence and sound epistemic method. For White, the literary/poetic structure
which underpinned the entire concept of narrative was sufficient to render historical
realism effectively impossible. Among the enumerated general conclusions White
offered in the preface to Metahistory, for example, he wrote: “the best grounds for
choosing one perspective on history rather than another are ultimately aesthetic or
moral rather than epistemological.” The “demand for the scientization of history,”
therefore, “represents only the statement of a preference for a specific modality of
historical conceptualization, the grounds of which are either moral or aesthetic, but
the epistemological justification of which still remains to be established.”** This is
narrative determinism of a most extreme sort. Rather than the balancing of form and
content envisioned by earlier literary-narrativists like Gallie and Mink, we see
instead the denial of the possibility of true historical content altogether. Moreover,
the subsequent popularity of Metahistory among both historians and philosophers of
history in the late twentieth century suggests that many found this assessment at
least plausible.””” This, put briefly, is how a perceived demotion in the status of
science as a whole (when it was only the much narrower claim that the nomothetic-
deductive method was the only possible form of scientific knowledge which was
ever under serious dispute) was combined with the ongoing assumption that
narrative was an inherently anti-scientific concept to produce an environment in
which epistemic concerns were no longer deemed worthy of serious attention among

philosophers of history.

On first consideration, this approach seems counterintuitive. But, if one accepts

certain premisses, it does make some sense. Historical narratives must, given their

373 Ibid., p.xi. For more detail regarding White's concept of tropes, see: White, Metahistory. pp.31-38.
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frequently linguistic mode of expression, be able to be analysed (at least partially) in
terms of their literary qualities. The question then arises: how much emphasis does
one place on those qualities as determining historical content. There are two potential
paths to take here — two potential relationships between language and the world. As

Arthur Danto has argued:

In one relationship, language stands to reality merely in the part-whole
relationship: it is among the things the world contains, and is merely a further
element in the order of reality. In its other relationship, language stands in an
external relationship to reality in its entirety.”®
The first relationship, seeing language as something to be studied scientifically along
with the myriad other things of the world, would return history to the sciences. The
second would not. Bear in mind, however, that the scientific study of language — for
those who held the nomothetic assumption — seemingly required the reduction of that
language to laws. This not only seemed impossible, it also violated the separatist
impulse which, as we have seen, was the primary motivation for the establishment of
narrativism in the first place. Therefore, Danto's second option — the positioning of
language outside of reality — was seen as the only possible position. And in that view,
the goal of the philosophy of history could not be the linking of statement with
reality — that was impossible — but of narrative with statement. This was, put simply,
how the so-called linguistic turn in philosophy of history was justified. But notice
that, even here, the nomothetic assumption still persists. In fact, it is on display even
in Mink's later work, where he devotes an entire pillar — the “theoretical” — of his
tripartite model of comprehension to it. It seems, therefore, that all post-Kuhnian
philosophy (and sociology) of science had accomplished was to render scientific
explanation a concern that philosophers of history no longer believed they were
required to attend to. In this sense, despite views of science finally beginning to
change, the damage had been done. All that was achieved was the entrenching of
narrativist assumptions of autonomy. At no point had a genuine debate over the
relationship between history and science taken place. Only the idea of static and timeless
laws had been rejected, not the idea of science as a whole. The nomothetic
assumption, however, had caused any possible difference between those two positions
to be overlooked. As L. B. Cebik has observed:

In short, current narrative theory and phenomenological analysis misconstrue
epistemology's relationship to narrative theory by focusing upon one sort of

376 Danto, Narration and Knowledge. p.305.
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epistemic theory. In rejecting covering-law epistemology (and most counter-
covering-law versions), they ignore epistemology's more general concerns in
which science, explanation, objectivity, proof, and reference begin as problemata,
not as presuppositions... If we ignore history's regulative commitment to telling
the truth (however we analyze the term) and to being bound within the limits of
reliable evidence, then of course history becomes no more than a variant of
literature...””

By seeing epistemology as epitomised by the idea of laws, in other words,

philosophers of history generally (and narrativists in particular) had taken history's

nomothetic failures as evidence of its utter separateness from epistemological issues

generally. But, as we shall see, laws are not the only tool in science's toolkit.

Before we close the book on both the nomothetic assumption and Part One of this
thesis, it should be remembered that it is not our intention here to castigate
philosophers of history for not anticipating key developments in the philosophy of
science. For while non-nomothetic views of science were beginning to take shape as
early as the 1830s, one could not claim that they held any kind of ascendancy — then
or now. Instead, the aim of this chapter has been to show how contemporary
philosophy of history has arrived at its present condition, with particular emphasis
on the key role perceptions of science played in that account. This, as will be seen, is
necessary in order to show the relevance of the arguments which will be presented in
Part Two. Indeed, the role of science becomes even more strikingly evident when one
considers the present state of discourse within popular philosophy of history. At the
time of writing, the claims and counterclaims surrounding the postmodern/linguistic
turn in history represent terrain already extremely well explored — both in historical
and philosophical terms. This being the case, there has been no need to cover it again
here. But it will no doubt be familiar to the reader that many historians and
philosophers have strongly resisted the recent linguistic emphasis in contemporary
philosophy of history, and a significant number have attempted counterattacks in
print against that approach. Their arguments have often tended, however, to be pleas
for historical realism as “common sense” rather than well-reasoned bottom-up

approaches to its defence.’”® Instead of attempting to justify historical realism, for
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example, such accounts have focused on the potentially dire consequences were it to
be abandoned. “If any considerable number” of historians were to adopt the relativist
and literary conclusions of the postmodernists, writes Perez Zagorin in a polemic

published in the journal History and Theory, then it would become:

... difficult to see how the larger society could continue to place any trust in the
veracity and sincerity of history as a genuine discipline of knowledge directed to
the human past. By the same token the latter would also be rendered incapable of
performing its vital and ever more necessary intellectual function in the schools,
universities, and wider culture of today's world.*”
In the same breath, it is also often concluded that it is the results of history practised
in the traditional mode which provide the best argument for its correctness.
“Although they are being assailed on all sides,” Keith Windschuttle writes, “there is
still enough work produced by empirical historians to confirm the worth of what
they are doing and to establish that the complete victory of their opponents would
amount to a massive net loss for Western scholarship.”*® It is the contention of this
thesis that, despite an obvious glib circularity, such claims really are correct.
However, apocalyptic warnings that 'you will miss us when we're gone' do not
themselves constitute an account of historical epistemology. In other words, these
oppositional accounts have suffered from an inability to offer a plausible alternative.
Having absorbed exactly the kind of historical separatism which Part One of this
thesis has detailed, they are simply not equipped to offer any well-grounded
theoretical alternative for how history should be practised and understood. Wishing
to resist the assertion that history is literature, and yet unwilling to counter with the
assertion that history is science, they have found themselves caught between two fires
— and have been easy prey for the more philosophically literate proponents of the
linguistic approach. A discussion between Zagorin and the literary-narrativist Keith
Jenkins in the pages of History and Theory, for example, finds Zagorin responding to
Jenkins arguments®' — which, despite their obscurity and somewhat dubious merits,
were at least philosophically literate and worthy of a reply in kind — with an almost

petulant dismissal of any kind of philosophy in history:

Much of what Jenkins has to say represents an attempted imposition and
usurpation of philosophy upon history. History, or historiography, is an
independent empirical discipline of great sophistication with a long tradition
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behind it, which has given rise to many masterpieces. It is in no need of instruction
or reform by philosophers or philosophical neophytes. If philosophy is to have a
fruitful relationship with history, it must accept the historian's methods and ways
of thinking as it finds them.*
This throwing out of the baby with the bathwater effectively doubles as an assertion
that historical realism and the methods by which it is realised in historical accounts
are somehow self-evident. This is the basis of what might be called the “history as
common sense” defence. Such a reply is not entirely without merit, of course. We
have already seen Walsh and Dray attempt to provide philosophical models which
adequately capture existing historical practice. But in those cases, Walsh and Dray
were attempting to arrive at a comprehensive philosophical justification which might
have been used to justify historical realism and thus oppose Jenkins directly. Zagorin,
on the other hand, is arguing that the truth of his position is so obvious as to render
such work unnecessary. It is the intention of the remainder of this thesis to show that
the way out of this dilemma is simple: show that history is a science. This has not been
done, as we have seen, because the acceptance of the nomothetic assumption had
convinced many that it couldn’t be done. If this nomothetic emphasis is seen as the
myopic argument that it is, however, then it becomes possible to argue that history is
a science among the company of disciplines such as geology, palaeontology, and
evolutionary biology. In order to accomplish this, however, two tasks remain. First, it
must be shown that such a non-nomothetic, narrative-based definition of science is
possible. And secondly, it must be shown that history does not conflict with such a

definition. It is to these epistemic tasks which we now turn.
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Part Two

“Taking Narrative Seriously”
Epistemic Narrative
and the Philosophy of Science






Chapter Four
“The Nomothetic Model and the Historical Sciences”

The second half of this thesis has been designed as an extension of the argument of
the first. Part One has argued that there has been a systemic nomothetic assumption
regarding science among twentieth century philosophers of history, and that this
assumption influenced their assessments of history's borders in such a way as to
seemingly require a hard separation between historical and scientific knowledge.
Building on this, Part Two will seek to demonstrate that the removal of this outdated
and incorrect nomothetic assumption allows for the construction of a unified model
of explanation in which a formal separation between history and the sciences is
neither required nor possible. There is also a sense, however, in which Part Two will
introduce a certain symmetry by re-examining the central concern of Part One from
the opposite direction. Where the first half of this thesis has dealt with the
understanding of science among philosophers of history, it is the intention of the
second half to examine the understanding of history among philosophers of science.
The purpose of this is twofold. First, it must be shown that the nomothetic model has
not only failed the discipline of history, but has also failed many key branches of the
sciences. In other words, not only is the nomothetic model not applicable to all
knowledge, it is not even adequate to describe all of those fields which are
unproblematically recognised as sciences. This, it will be argued, is evidence less of
failure than of incompleteness. To this end, Part Two will examine the approach taken
by scholars in some of those fields which have been poorly served by a nomothetic-
deductive model of explanation — with a particular emphasis on the intersecting
fields of geology, paleontology and evolutionary biology. Particular emphasis will be
placed on how these sciences felt a kinship with history, often invoking the
similarities of their fields with history as a potential solution to the bind the

nomothetic model had placed them in.

The second of our purposes in Part Two will be to show that there has been a key
difference in how philosophers of history and philosophers of science have
approached this problem of history. While philosophers of history have tended to use
the nomothetic model as evidence for a fundamental difference in kind between
historical and scientific knowledge, philosophers interested in the historical sciences
have not had that luxury. Feeling a kinship with history was one thing, claiming that

geology was history quite another. And it is this contrast which provides the desired
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path forward. Because of the unavailability of this comparatively easy way out, it is
the philosophers of these historical sciences who have produced compelling models
of narrative as an epistemic device rather than merely a literary one. The overarching
purpose of Part Two as a whole, therefore, is to take the model of narrative produced
by these philosophers of science and show that it can be applied to the kinds of
explanations historians have traditionally been concerned with. Subsequent chapters
will examine the potential narrative solutions offered by philosophers and historical
scientists to the problems the nomothetic model presented them with, and consider
how they might be generalised into a model of narrative explanation relevant to both
science and history. This chapter, however, is the beginning of this overall project,
and will focus on providing a brief demonstration of the unsuitability of the
nomothetic model for the fields of geology and evolutionary biology, as well as the
hostility with which those fields have frequently been treated by nomothetic
philosophers of science. Also of interest to us in this chapter will be the attitude of
geologists, biologists (and philosophers of same) toward history. It will be
demonstrated that, even from their earliest beginnings, philosophers of these sciences
often identified more closely with history than with nomothetic sciences like physics.
This, it will be argued, represents a problem for any claim the nomothetic-deductive

model might make to represent the entirety of science.

Some Brief Remarks on Contemporary Epistemic Philosophy of History

Before we begin the work of Part Two in earnest, however, it is worth taking some
time to make clear that the previous chapter must not be taken to imply that the
philosophy of history has now become entirely a literary affair, with either positive
engagement with that fact or withdrawal in disgust being the only possible options.
Nor should it be assumed that the remainder of this thesis is orienting itself as a sole
beacon of hope against some imagined postmodern tide. Much has already been
written, both for and against, that literary-narrativist view of history, and it is not the
intention of this work to rehearse these arguments again. The previous chapter has
merely sought to illustrate how the literary-narrativist perspective has been shaped
by the arguments it has opposed. This has been done in order to lay bare the
underlying assumptions involved so that, by correcting them, we might unite
narrativism and epistemic (i.e., scientific) philosophy of history. But first, we must

take a moment to recognise that, despite the exclamations of many modern
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methodological textbooks, philosophy of history which chooses to focus on the

epistemic issues of historical study rather than literary poetics is still being written.

This point is worth emphasising because, as the philosopher of history Aviezer
Tucker has rightly argued: “it has become something of a ritual, a mystic communion
of sorts, to commence long discussions of the philosophy of history with an analysis
of its neglect and decline, of why philosophers have 'grown tired of it."”3 Such
claims, however, are almost entirely without empirical merit. With respect to both
book publications and journal articles, Tucker's own investigations (circa 2001) found
evidence of substantial growth rather than decline, leading him to conclude that “the
sense of gloom and doom of some philosophers of history reflects the academic status
of the philosophy of history, rather than the actual (booming) research, publishing,
and demand for reading in the field.”** Tucker came to some sociological conclusions
regarding this, arguing that it was, at least in part, “an academic phenomenon that
reflects the faults and weaknesses in the structures of institutionalized philosophy
and historiography,” rather than “a decline in actual research activity, public interest
in the field, or the significance of the problems and topics of the field.” In fact, he
writes, “it is quite amazing that so much research is conducted with so few economic
or social incentives.”*®*® Given Tucker's conclusions regarding the realities of
publication in the philosophy of history, however, it also seems likely that at least
some of the philosophers who have spoken of “neglect and decline” are not simply
unaware of the fact that much philosophy of history is being published, but that they
consider the kind of material which is being published to be, in some crucial sense,
illegitimate. That is, such material as is being published is considered — by a certain
audience — to be so misguided as to not really count as philosophy of history at all.
Such is the seriousness of the gulf which has arisen between the literary and

epistemic camps.

Despite the now-antique nature of the positivist/idealist argument upon which it is
ultimately based, therefore, it seems there remains a deep schism in the philosophy
of history between the literary-narrativists and those who have favoured an
emphasis on epistemology. The question that this thesis is interested in, however, is

what lies at the root of this disagreement, and whether there is any productive way
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forward. And in this respect, the analysis of L. B. Cebik is particularly illuminating.
Written during the comparatively early days of the postmodern debate, Cebik's 1986

36 neatly contextualises the disconnect

paper 'Understanding Narrative Theory
between narrativist and epistemic philosophers of history, even if it cannot fully

explain it. Cebik summed up the state of the field (at that time) as follows:

in the interests of literary criticism, [Hayden] White would leave to
epistemologists “the question of the veracity of a certain type of discourse, with
respect to the 'object-world' of which it speaks.” Likewise, in the concentration
upon history's explanatory function, Hempelians largely ignored everything in
historical narrative that they could not translate with ease or by force into causal
statements.?
Cebik was interested in whether some sort of reconciliation of these opposing views
might be possible and, towards that end, identified two “major difficulties” which
stood in the way of such a project: “the denigration of epistemology and its
interests,” and “the failure to develop a comprehensive view of what a theory of
narrative should contain in its finished state.”** While the latter claim is self-
explanatory, Cebik defined “the denigration of epistemology” as the “general view
that epistemology deserves little place within contemporary narrative theory.” Such a
view, Cebik argued, effectively equated “questions of objectivity and proof with
questions on the methods of science.”*® This, as seen in the previous chapter, meant
that narrativists — having already convinced themselves that history was entirely
outside of the sciences by virtue of the stark incompatibilities between narrative and
the nomothetic form they assumed scientific explanation must take — were effectively
granting themselves permission to declare problems of “objectivity and proof”

simply irrelevant to the discipline of history.

Such anti-epistemic assumptions not only rendered narrative theory incomplete, Cebik
argued, but were also problematic from a purely definitional point of view. For if the
word “history” was to retain anything even close to the meaning it had had in the
past, then questions of reference and justification could hardly be ignored. If, as we
have already seen Cebik argue in the previous chapter, “we ignore history's
regulative commitment to telling the truth... and to being bound within the limits of

reliable evidence, then of course history becomes no more than a variant of
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literature...”*” Or, put another way, the conclusion of literary-narrativist philosophers
of history regarding the purely literary nature of the subject is possible only by ruling
out-of-bounds anything which might endanger that conclusion. The literary-
narrativist is therefore forced into one of two conclusions. If they wish to defend
White's brand of literary-narrative argument as a complete theory, then they are forced
into just such a begging of the question. If, however, they concede that epistemic
factors must play at least some role in historical research and writing, then they are
forced to admit that purely literary theories of narrative must necessarily be
incomplete. Cebik articulated this dilemma more elegantly. “Narrative creation,” he
wrote, “must either fold back upon basic conceptual structures or be left floating
amid merely aesthetic clouds.”*" The problem was that these two approaches to
philosophy of history — the literary and the epistemic — had become disconnected. So
disconnected that, as hinted at above, each camp had trouble accepting the work of
the other as actual philosophy of history — as opposed to a mere shifting of the

392

problems of history into the philosophy of literature or the philosophy of science.

Cebik hinted at the emergence of this disconnect, and even traced its origin to
incompatible understandings of epistemological issues. In terms of outlining the
shape of a potential solution, however, he argued only that if narrative really was a
better descriptive model for history than any other, then the concept would have to
be somehow reunited with epistemic issues such as reference and justification in order
to be be considered a viable philosophy of history. “Any comprehensive theory” of
narrative, Cebik wrote, “must accommodate both the justificational and the creative
elements of narrative, the activities leading to narrative, and reflection upon the
finished narrative.”*” The first half of this thesis, by demonstrating a pervasive
nomothetic assumption regarding science among philosophers of history on both
sides of the debate, has supported and extended Cebik's argument that epistemic
factors lie at the root of this disconnect by throwing some light on the precise nature
of those factors. The half of this thesis which remains will attempt to address Cebik's
subsequent argument that the previously problematic relationship between narrative
and epistemology must be clarified and given deep structure in order for narrative to
be taken seriously as a mode of historical explanation rather than merely a literary

affectation.
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Before we begin this task, however, we must say something about why contemporary
epistemic approaches have failed or otherwise fallen out of favour when compared
with those of the literary-narrativists. For it is almost certainly the case that many
modern epistemic projects in the philosophy of history have been undertaken with
similar aims to that of this thesis — cognisant of the ascendancy of narrative, yet
unsatisfied with its epistemic dimensions and eager to find a productive way
forward. Why did they fail to convince? And, more importantly, why should we
succeed where they have not? There are many possible epistemic and sociological
factors which might contribute to answering such a question, and we do not have the
space to examine them all here. We shall therefore have to content ourselves with
pointing out that modern epistemic philosophy of history has tended to suffer from
precisely the same problem as that which has plagued the narrativist view — a
misunderstanding of the boundaries and possibilities of narrative itself. The literary-
narrativists, as we have seen, had begun to claim (by the late twentieth century at
least) that the presence of narrative — regardless of precisely how it was defined —
necessarily undermined the possibility of history being able to make unproblematic
true statements about the past. This, given the arguments encountered in the
previous chapter, is perhaps unsurprising. What is surprising is that modern
epistemic philosophers of history largely came to hold exactly the same assumption.
They have, in other words, almost universally assumed that the very concept of
narrative itself could have no place in any epistemology which wished to be taken
seriously. And because of this, they have attempted to purge all traces of it from
history. They were not so much epistemic-narrativists, it might be said, but merely
epistemic. It will be the contention of Part Two, however, that this is profoundly
mistaken. For, as Cebik has reminded us, any epistemic philosophy of history which

does not take narrative seriously is, at best, severely handicapped.

This tendency to view epistemological respectability and narrative as mutually
exclusive has naturally led many epistemically-minded philosophers of history to
attempt to restore the former by excising the latter. To do this, however, some other
way of conceptualising and underwriting historical knowledge had to be found. This
has led to a profusion of potential attempts to produce philosophies of history which
were epistemically well-grounded. There were many ways in which this was done.

Indeed, almost every author who has attempted it has had their own unique
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approach. The first and most obvious, if somewhat atavistic, way was to attempt yet
another rehabilitation of the nomothetic-deductive model of science in such a way as
to allow its application to history. We have already examined a similar position in
Chapter Two using the example of Patrick Gardiner. More modern exponents of this

394

position have included Murray Murphey** and Clayton Roberts.*® This approach,
however, has proved unconvincing for the same kinds of reasons we have already
hinted at in Part One — the triviality of the laws involved, and the inability of the
model to deal with the kinds of structures historians actually use. As Murray G.
Murphey wrote in a review of Clayton Roberts' book, for example, the “elaborate
system of causally linked events and conditions” which Roberts had offered as a
model of historical explanation “does not provide what one usually finds in historical
works: narrative interpretations.”** Other philosophers — presumably more familiar
with more modern philosophy of science — have made attempts to link history with
non-nomothetic scientific explanation. These have included, for instance, attempts to

37 or to link

render historical explanation as a special case of evolutionary biology,
historical explanation to the Bayesian model of statistical inference.*® Many of these
philosophers have, in undertaking such reductions, considered themselves to have
adequately justified the claim for a scientific history. Other epistemic philosophers of
history, however, have not, preferring to keep their epistemic philosophy of history
separate from science for other reasons.’” Others still simply have not devoted all
that much attention as to where the vision of history they offer fits in terms of a

relationship to science or literature.*® What these approaches have all shared,
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however, is a blanket dismissal of narrative as a serious explanatory mechanism. As
Aviezer Tucker has written, the “important issue is not whether historiography is a
narrative (it is obvious to me that some parts of it are and others are not), but the
relation between historiography (whether narrativist or non-narrativist) and its
evidence.”*" This quote is revealing not only for its dismissal of an entire class of
philosophy with the glib “it is obvious to me,” but also for its apparent unwillingness
to even consider that narrative might be anything other than the literary way in
which historical conclusions (properly justified by some other mechanism) were

presented.

But this position ignores the fact that not only does the concept of narrative seem to
be considered relevant to historians and philosophers of history — at least when
judged by the sheer popularity of the approach — it also seems to describe historical
practice and the shape of historical accounts a good deal better than, for instance,
covering laws or Bayesian statistics. Surely then, a better solution would be, as Cebik
has suggested, to attempt to reunite concepts of narrative with the kinds of epistemic
concerns postmodern narrativists have largely rejected. Or, in other words, to revive
the epistemic-narrativist premisses of projects like those of Dray and Danto. This will
not, however, require us to abandon our commitment to arguing for history as a
science. In fact, it is precisely that commitment which will allow us to succeed where
Dray and Danto failed. This is because we will consciously and deliberately abandon
the presumption of narrative separatism which has been such a prevalent and
destructive result of the nomothetic assumption. We will recognise, in other words,
that an epistemically respectable and properly scientific vision of history is possible

without the rejection of narrative.

This is why we have expended such effort in Part One making clear the role of the
nomothetic assumption in the conceptual separation of history and science. For by
dissolving that assumption, we must also dissolve any impermeable barrier between
history and the sciences, and are thus free to make use of more recent developments
in the philosophy of science which have embraced narrative as an explanatory
concept. This will allow us to offer a sense of narrative which is not only
epistemically legitimate, but which is equally at home in human history as it is in

historical sciences such as geology and evolutionary biology. We will show, in short,

401 Tucker, 'The Future of the Philosophy of Historiography,' p.51.
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that history is a science. In order to begin to realise this goal, however, we must now
turn our attention to both the theory and practice of the sciences. This will be our
primary focus for the next two chapters. For while we are ultimately interested in
how philosophers of the historical sciences both arrived at and justified narrative as
an appropriate explanatory mechanism for their fields, we must first see why they
felt the need to undertake such a search in the first place. To this end, the remainder
of this chapter will be devoted to a brief historical sketch — using the earth sciences
and biology as examples — of precisely how the nomothetic model of explanation has

failed much of what we now think of as science.

The Failure of the Nomothetic Model to Adequately Capture Scientific Practice

The modern concept of a law of nature has been defined by the philosopher of
science Peter Kosso as a “claim that associates a general kind of thing with a
particular behaviour or property.” Such laws, Kosso states, “identify natural kinds in
the world and imply a causal connection between being that kind of thing and
having the associated property or behaviour.”* While this definition leaves out a
great deal of detail relevant to specialists, it is adequate for our purposes. Kosso's
definition is particularly valuable as it makes clear that a natural law need only imply
(as opposed to define) a causal connection. Modern laws, in other words, are
essentially descriptive. Newton's laws, for instance, might describe the motion of a
falling body, but they are agnostic as to what causes bodies to fall. This has not always
been the case, of course, but according to an historical analysis of the concept by the
historian of science Jane Ruby, the most important aspects of this usage were largely
in place by 1540, with the related idea of laws as uniquely mathematical descriptions
able to be found as far back as Roger Bacon's thirteenth century work on optics.*® By
the close of the seventeenth century, however, the idea of mathematical laws had
come to dominate — even define — the scientific approach. The main reason for this, it
seems, was its success. In the seventeenth century alone, the historian of science
Friedrich Steinle has observed, an “impressive number of what we now see as
classical examples for laws of nature were established... Kepler's astronomical laws,
Galileo's laws of free fall and of motion of pendulums, the law of inertial motion, the

laws of impact, the sine-law of optical refraction, Boyle's law of the compression of

402 Peter Kosso, Reading the Book of Nature: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science. Cambridge
University Press: Cambridge, 1992. p.190.

403 Jane E. Ruby, 'The Origins of Scientific “Law”," Journal of the History of Ideas. Vol. 47, No. 3 (July-
September 1986). pp.341-359.
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air, Hooke's law of the spring of elastic bodies, and Newton's law of gravitation.”**

Each one of these examples represented a phenomenally successful systematisation
and mathematical formalisation of some invariant aspect of nature. Put simply, the
approach worked. Key aspects of nature could be accurately described and modelled,

even if the precise nature of the underlying causes were still matters for speculation.

In addition to these practical successes, the concept of laws was also aided by the
active dissemination of the idea in the writings of several of its most successful
practitioners. In his analysis of the idea of law in the work of Galileo, Descartes,
Francis Bacon, Boyle, and Newton, for instance, Steinle has argued that while each
author exhibited some important differences in their published formulations of the
idea of laws (usually with respect to the relationship between laws and actual
causes), together they represented the most prominent agents in the “formation-
process” of a coherent law-based view of science.” Such influential philosophical
explications, when coupled with highly successful work (often by the same authors)
in actually establishing examples of such laws, contributed to the rapid and
widespread adoption of the concept as the most fundamental premiss in the
philosophy of science. By the close of the seventeenth century, the historian and
philosopher of science Edgar Zilsel has argued, references to “laws” of nature had
become commonplace, being clearly identifiable in the work of British scientists and
philosophers such as Wallis, Wren, Hooke, Halley, Cotes, and Bentley, as well as

European figures such as Baruch Spinoza and Christian Huygens.**

Perhaps
unsurprisingly, however, the most influential single figure in this “formation-
process” was Isaac Newton. As the historian of science Ernan McMullin has argued
in his 2001 paper 'The Impact of Newton's Principia on the Philosophy of Science,“"”
the success and sophistication of Newton's 1687 work Philosophiae Naturalis Principia
Mathematica, led to its almost immediately being considered an exemplar of scientific
method and practice. Such was the influence of this work, McMullin argued, that a
“variety of morals for the philosophy of science” were drawn from it by subsequent
philosophers. McMullin examined three examples of this influence in detail,

ultimately concluding that: “these philosophers were at one in believing that the
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mechanics of the Principia could be held up as a model of the sort of knowledge to
which the investigation of the natural world should aspire.”*® Newton's influence