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INTRODUCTION

hy - Before investigating R. G.

A neglected field of philos
Collingwood's conception of what a philosophy of history should
be and what problems it should deal with, a2 general survey of
the ground this area of philosophic investigation can cover is
in erder. Such a procedure iz warranted becsuse American and
British philosophers until the recent years of this ésntuxy have
shown a widespread neglect of history and the philosophic pro-
blems whioch 1t entalls.

This is true beecause Western phllosophers have investi-
gated and reflected upon science and its methods, for the most
part, simply because they were impressed with the spectacular
progress which solience has made over the last two centuries.
Thus a philosorhy of solence has developed, consisting of the
investigation of problems which arise from reflection on the
methods and acsumptions of sciense and the nature and oonditions
of sclentific Imowledge itself.

There has been a tendency positively to exclude history
as & branch of knowledge at all. This can be $raced back into
the seventeenth century to Descartes who, using hin eriterion of
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secure and certain knowledge, declared that history, “however
interesting and instructive, however wvaluable towards the fore
mation of a practical attitude in life, could not claiﬁ truth,
for the events which it desoribed never happened exactly as it
deseribed them.®1

This devotion to solentific thought and procedures led
to an outspoken distmst of any type of reflection which could
be termed "metaphysiocal". By this term is meant any attempt to
devise a unified interpretation of experience or to suplain all
things in a single all-embracing system. Fhllosophy of history
as popularly known until rather receant times would fall into
this category of metaphysioal reflection. For philosophy of
history was concelved as an attempt to discover the meaning and
purpose of the whole historleal process.

Bven the examination of the logic of historical thought
and the validity of its credentials are iscues of comparatively
little interest to many of the leading philosophers of cur day.
Nevertheless:

» o o 1t remains surprising that philosophers psy more
attention to the logic of such matural solences as mathe-
matics and physies, which comparatively few of them know

well at first hand and neglect that of hisgtory and the other
humnane studies, with whioh in the course of thelr ncrmal

ir, G. Coliingwood, Ides of History (Oxfords Clarendon
Press, 1946), p. 59.




education they tend to be more familiar.?

Besause of this tendency to ignore history as & form of
nowledge worthy of philosophice reflection, it would be worth-
while to present a general survey of what a philosophy of hig-
tory iz and what problems it investigates, before we prasent
R. G. Collingwood®s philosnphy of history.

2Isa1ah»asr1&n, "The ucnwept of Sc&antifio Theary "
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CHAPTER 1

PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY INVESTIGATED

[he meaninz of the word “histoxy". The word "history" can be
used to designate two quite different things. It can refer to
the totality of past human sctions, all that man prior to our
time has been involved in. It can also be used to refer to the
written account of these past human actions which the historian
construets. Therefore what a philosophy of history is depends
on the meaning we give the word, “"history". A philosophy of
history in the first sense would be a consideration of the course
historiocal events have taken with a view to discovering the
meaning and purpose of the whole historical process. A phllosoe
phy of history in the second sense would be one which examines
the process of historical thinking and the means by which the
account of historioal actions is constructed. It is primarily
interested in the historian as he proceeds to investigate an his-
torical event, not in the particular historical event itself.
Philosophy of history, with
"history" taken in the first sense defined above, is desizgnated
a "gpeculative philosophy of history". The following could serve
as a formal definition of this type of philosophy of historys

L
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A philosophy of hiztory is any interpretation of history
which purports to derive {rom a consideration of man's
pagt a single conoept or principle whioh in itself is suf.
fisient to explain the ultimate direstion of historiocal
shange at every point in the historical prosess, Thus
any philosephy of history consists in the formulation of
a law of historieal nee which explains the direction or
flow of concrete ovents.

We will take as examples of this type of philosophizing
Karl Marx and Immanmel Hant, keeping in aind that our sumaries
are strietly for the pu
hensive treatment of their work is not intended.

Karl Harx got the two msie dostrinez of his theory of
history fyom Hegel. PFiret, he felt that the facts of history
manifest dialeotical patterns of reality everywhere and seoondly,
the different aspects of a soclety's life (political, social,

sonomic) are organically related, with the economic aspeot of
1ife penetrating all others.

How are these two dootrines related in the Marxisn theory
of history? Harx sontended that in order to make a satisfastory
analysis of any sigmificant situation in the soeial life of man
at any one period of history, refersnce must be made to the
economie conditions of that period; and then to understand why
the conditions of the period are what they are, thelir dialeoti-
eal developnent must be considered. The eoonomioc organization or

poge of illustration and that a compre-

A ".v‘,;*!.'}”“;i:..-:

Handelbauwn, "A Critiaque of the Philosephies of
ot =1 BROROY, Ly 19133}: 368,

EIEh
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class structure of a sooclety must be seen as it is evolved in
~response to a need to solve certaln production prublams which
are caused by the means of production available to the society.
We must further obgserve how develovments in the means of produc-
tion put the existing economic organization out of date and give
rise to the need for soclial change at the very foundations of
soeiaty.“

Marz, by developing his philosophy of history in this
manner, makes generalizations about the whole course of history.
He says, for example, that past historical development shows that
economic factors must be a part of any historical situation, or
that the dlalectieal process manifest in history shows that hils-
tory is tending to the creation of a classless communist soclety,

Another speculative philosopher of history was Immamiel
Kant. His empirical examination of the world indlieated that the
world was chaotict:

One cannot avoid a certain feeling of disgust, when one
obgerves the actions of man digplayed on the great stage of
the world. Wisdom is manifested by individuals here and
there; but the wedb of human history as a whole appears to
he woven from folly and childish vanity, often, too, from
ruerile wickedness and love of destruction: with the result
that at the end one 13 puzzled to know what 1dea to form of
our species which prides itself so much on its advantages.5

However, Eant would not accept this conclusion as final.

. ®. walsh, Phailos History (New York: Harper

& Brothers, 1961), p.

SImmanuel Kant, Coll
17-18, as quoted by Wals

ks (Berlin editlion), VIII,
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Since (as he proved elsewhere in his work) we must lead a moral
life, some sort of intelligible plan, similar to Divine Provi-
dence, must be present., Therefore it becomes the task of ths
phllosopher to show that, despite the empirical faots, history
is a rational process both proceeding on an intelligible plan
and tending to a goal which moral reason can approve.

This demand for rationality outside of the empirical factsd
leads Kant to a theory of procress in history which explains how
man as a species must be progressing to his goal despite appear-
ances to the contrary. The viewpoint which he adopts is markedly
teleological., Man is empiricsalliy observed to have implanted in
him a vast mumber of tendencies, dispositions, or potentiaslities.
Because 1t would violate the basiec prineciple that mature does
nothing in vailn, we must hold it unreasonable to suppose that the
potentialities of man should exist but never be developed. Of
course we recognize that some or‘man'a potentialities, especially
those commeoted with reason, will not resch full development in
the lifetime of any one individual. Therefore we must imagine
that nature provides for the development of these potentialities
over a long period of time so that they realize themaselves so
far as the specles is aaﬁ&erned. even though they may not in the
case of all of the individual members.S

Using the examples of Harx and Kant which we have sume

6“&131‘, HISEOXYY, D. 12&'0




8
marized above, let us make a few observations about the specula-
tive philosophy of history which these men represent.

The questions ralsed by this type of philosophy are
about the whole course of history. The empirioal facts, the
explanation of one or other historical movement, such as the maln
cause of the Civil War, or the development of labor unions in the
United States, are only starting points. This desire to draw
generalizations from the individual faects le usually marked by
a lack of empirical research., Thus Kant would deny the conclue-
sion to which the historical evidence led him because the prin-
ciple of moral demand drawn from his philosophy intervened. The
historian would say that if one's philosophy is not verified by
the faots, then his principles are wrong. Similarly Marx's
contention that an economioc motive is always present in every
historical situation, is not universally verified by workling
historians.

People such as Hegel, who see all reality as rational
and thus who inslude history under one rational plan, or like
Kant, who see rationality in history as a demand because of the
ethical tenets of his philosophy, indeed, the vast majority of
speculative philosophers, come under the distrust of historians,
The reason 18 simple. Any general conclusions drawn about the
course of history as a whole must come from an examination of
established historical faots. The task philosophers of this
type undertake is humanly impossible. Historians themselves in
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the course of a lifetime master one small period of history such
as the economic life of the Napoleomic era or the military his-
tory of the Civil War. On the other hand, in principle, the
speculative philosopher claims a mastery of the major portion of
all past history. How otherwise sould his vast generalizations
be verified?

Speculative philosophy indulges in prediction. It
claims that it can discover universal laws of higtory from em-
pirical faests to cover all historical events, past and future.
There are objections to this procedure. The speculative philos-
opher by insisting on drawing universal laws of history seenms
to be claiming the samne type of verifiability and certitude as
sclentific Imowledge whereas most historians wonuld insist that
historical knowledge makes such an assertion impossible. Hig-
torically speaking, prediction of future events has been a risky
rather than seoure pastime.

Critical Philosophy of History. Thus far we have seen what type
of philosophy of history develops when we understand "history"
to refer to the totality of past human actions. Now it remains
to examine the philosophy of history resulting from the under-
standing of the word "history" to mean the written record of
these past human actions., This type of philosophy we shall de-
signate as a "eritical philosophy of history."

The eoncern of the critiecal philosopher, of course, is
not just the written record of history in itself, for this would




10
hardly distinguish him from the historisn, Hather it is a criti-
cal refleotion upon the whole procedure of the histerian who
produces the written record. Furthermore it attempts to dis-
tinguieh his procedures from other fields of activity, especilally
seientific enquiry. We can, then, formally define a eritical
rhilosophy of history as “a critiocal enmquiry inte the character
of historical thinking, an analysis of some of the procedures of
the historian and 2 comparison of them with those followed in
other diseiplines, the natursl sciences in particular,®? In
this sense, philosophy of history is considered under that branch
ef philosophy knowmn as theory of knowledge or eplstemolocy.

We can divide the results of this type of investlpation
into four mein problem areas, keeping in mind that the questions
treated under one area frequently oan be raised elsewhere. The
problens are very closcly related and our division is merely
arbitrary, for the purpose of exposition.®

The first and most influential grour of modern philosoe
phers to deny history its own place in knowledge are the posie
tivists who say that history can be reduced to soientific kmow-
ledge.,

Objectors would agree that history is sclentiflc know.
ledge in the sense of a study with 1ts own recognized methods

7Ivid., p. 119.

8The general division of problems used here is that used
by Walsh, pp. 16~24,
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vhich must be mastered by anyone wishing to he a good historian,
But they contend that you cannot reduce it to the procedures
and methods used in sclence itaelf,

Tne beat way of proceeding here is by way of example.
Let us take the assassination of John F., ¥emedy. YWould the
entire impact and significance of this event be grasped if we
reduced 1t to a matter of ballistics and the sinmple blologleal
trangition of a man from life to death? Thizs event has a2 quallity,]
with which the higtorian is concerned, which is unigue and irre-
ducible to general laws or atomic occurrences. The historian
is further concerned with this event in terms of its pecullar
antecedents and consequences in order to help explain the event
itgelfl or trace its impact on other historical events. These
are qualities with which the approach of scientific knowledge
is not concerned. The historian doesz not deny that the three
shota fired flew in accord with the laws of ballistics, and that
the 1life of John Kennedy ebbed in waye that doctors and biolo-
giste could predict. All he claims is that the historiank cone
carn zoes far beyond this.

Fuarthernmore, the positivistic thinker says that histor-
ians comnect historiesl eventis by seeing then as examples of
general laws. De faeto, historians themselves shrink from such
& conclusion and find thelr significance as historians in the
examination of particular events, not for the purpose of ob-
taining general laws of history, but rather for the explanation
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of the particular event itself. An historian is interested, for
example, in the French Revolution of 1739 or the English He-
volution of 1688 or the Bussian Revolution of 1917. He 1s not
primarily oconcerned with the general laws or rules at work in
revolutions as guch. Thus the average history book inecludes
only the period under review and directly related matter. If
the historian's interest and that of the scientist were the sanme,
the book would include another chapter which would be the most
important of the book, drawing out the general laws governing
the particular event in question.?

The positivists are not the only ones to deny histoxy
autonomy as lnowledge. There are also some schools of realists
who say that history does not differ from common sense or pPel«
ceptual knowledge. They would set up the followlng relation:
perception is to the Imowledge of individual facts about the
present as history is to individual faots about the past.

Those who objeot to this elimination of the asutonomy
of historiocal knowledge would point out that history, if reduced
to perceptual knowledge, would be limited to telling us what
happened in the past. The fact s however, that historians are
not satisfled with a mere narrative of unrelated facts but want
the thread of unity which runs through them. Historians ask not
only what happened but also why it happened. Reduction of his-

21bid., p. 39.
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tory to mere perceptual knowledge eliminates this second question.
It i the question “Why?" that:

. « o makes intelligible that celebrated identlity in dif-

ference (which many of the Idealist philosophers exagger-

ated and abused) in virtue of which we conceive of one and

the same outlook asg being expressed in very diverse mani-

festations, perceive affinities (that are often 4difficult

and at times impossible to formulate) between the dress

of a society and its morals, its systems of Justice and

the character of its poetry, its architecture and its do-

mestic habits, its solences and its religious symbols.lO

Furthermore what is perceived in history is not the facts
of the past. The immediacy possible in perceptual knowledge 1s
cone forever as far as past facts go. All we can have immedi.
ate knowledge of is the evidence which allows us to conclude to
past facts. This diffioculty 1s very closely related to ancther
problem area which we now take up.

The second main problem area is concerned with truth
and fact in history. What truth means to one person depends on
what theory of knowledge he holds. But, in any case, truth and
fact have special ramifications in relation to history.

Oxrdinarily we could define a fact as something supposed
to have cceurred and open to direct inspection in order to be
verified. The problem is that historical facts are past facts
and thus are no longer open to direct inspection. Statements
camot be verified with an independently known reality. His-

torical facts must be established by means of evidence. Evlidenoce

10Beriin, History and Theory, p. 28.
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consists of documents, bulldings, momments, eyvewliness accounts,
ete., which are pertinent to the verification of one or other
higtorical statement. Thls does not end the problem of historie
cal truth since even the presence of evidence does not guarantee
trath. Tor the historian must decide whethexr this eyewitness to
the eruption of Vesuvius has told the truth in this document,
or whether this set of pottery will be admitted as evidence or
not., Thus the duestion of truth in history 1is reopened, It
seems that in some sense the subjective factor, the Judgnent
of the historian himself, cannct altogether be eliminated from
history.

This leads into our third problem ares, the problem of
historical objectivity. All historlans acknowledge the need for
objectivity. This is seen in that all reputable historians cone
denn propaganda and rellisnce on the historiante personal feellings
and preconceptions. But the question remains: How objective is
or can history be? How san we, despite the condemnation of blas
and propaganda, account foxr the differences in reporting anmong
historlians? PFor even though historians are concerned with an
independent objeet (past historical svents), they have come up
with no conmon canons of interpretation., Therefore we cannot
deny that subjectivity enters into historical writing. The
Question 1s: To what extent?

This problem 1s approached gingerly Ly many. First of
all, it is the problem which has led =0 many to leave history on
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the level of perceptual Imowledge and refuse it the status of a
sclence in the sense of a field of study, with its own recogw
nized methods. It is 2 problem which has led so many to histor-
ical scepticism, whether they liked the label or not.

Some would say that the subjective element in history
makes impartial and objective history impossible. The personal
inprint is too strong. The individual historian has too much
power in terms of the admittance or rejection of evidence accor-
ding to his own personal viewpoint.

Others would say that past failures of historians to
agree on common principles of Judegment regarding their work says
nothing about the future. The development of a common historical
consclousness is much lilke the development of a persomality. It
takes time. Perhaps this development could be based on an ob-
Jeotive study of human nature. Agreement on what man is and how
he funotions could form a basls of agreement on the prinelples
whiloch govern the historian's judgment in his work.

lastly, many would contend that no matter what one's
view, to ask an historian to be detached from his work as =z scien-
tist, is asking the impossible. All historians condemn blased
and tendentious work, but the historlan's point of view cannot
be eliminated altogether. His point of view is one of the uni-
fying factors in what he 1s doing and helps him to select his
material from infinite pleces of potential evidence.
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The last general problem area involves that of historical
explanation. The main conflict here comes down to the difference
between historical and secientific explanation. Put in the fomm
of a question we ask: To what extent does history rely on genw
eralizations?

Sclientific explanation consists in the resolution of pare
ticular events into cases of general laws with the understanding
that thls procegs involves no more than an external view of the
phenomena under consideration. The resulting understanding is
"abgtract”, in the sense of not being ooncerned with the parti-
cularity of the events studied. Historieal explanation never
leaves the particularity of the events it studies. This is its
main concern., History relates one event to another in order to
view them as part of a whole sonerete process. Histoxry asks the
question "Why?", and thus attempts to go beyond the mere phe-
nomena. Thus the Wall Street crash is not viewed of itself btut
related to events preceding and following it in order to see why
it happened. History may use generalizations as presuppositions
(e.g. human nature), but its aim 18 not to formulate a system
of general laws.

This completes our survey of the meaning and problems of
eritioal and speculative philosophies of history. Now we must
situate the subject of this paper, R. G. Collingwood, first,
in relation to the philosophy of history in general and secondly,
in relation to the particular type of philosophy of history
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he practiced.

amp? Robin George Collingwood 1$ more

often known and acknowledged for his work in history and related
rfields than for his work in philosophy. After graduation from
Oxford where he won gold medals 1n both history and qlasaics,
he did doctoral work first in history and later in archaeology.
For almost thirty years prior to his death in 1943, he was the
recognized authority on Roman Britain. However, he was wore than
an historian. In terms of printed volumes, his most prolific
work was done in philosophy. His philosophiocal works include
Rellzion and Philogophy (1916), Speoulum Mentis (1924), Essay on

L log 3al Method (1933), idea-ef Nature (1934), Idea of His-
tory (1936), Autoblosraphy (1939), Essay
and the New lLeviathan (1942). 3Since he was proficient in both
history and philosophy, it 1s not surprising that he should
have been concerned with a philosophy of history.

Collingwood was deeply conserned about the neglect of

history by English philosophers. He invelghed constantly agalnst
neglecting history and told his Oxford d¢olleagues on more than

one occasion that "the chief business of twentieth century phlil-
osophy is to reckon with twentieth century history,."ll He in-
8lsted that history was a significant branch of knowledge, and
that one could not do philosophy as if history did not exist.

11R. G. Collingwood, %g_ég&gp;gg;§351,(London: Ooxford
University Press, 1939), p.
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"1 find myself constantly haunted by the thought that their
(English philosophers') asccounts of lmowledge » . . not only
ignore historical thinking but sre actually inconsistent with
there being such a thing."12
Several historical events helped to convince Collingwood
of the value of philoseophical reflection on history. The First
World War and the treaty which ended it struck him with the "cone
trast between the success of modern European minds in controlling
almost any sltuation in which the elements are physical bodles
and the foreces physical forces, and their inabiliiy to control
situatlons in which the elements are humsn beingzs and the forces
mentsl foreces."13 He felt thet modern Europeans, if they were
to understand human action with a purpose, must do sc¢ by using
the methods of history. Thus by understanding what others have
done and are dolng, they could master the situations in which
they found theuselves:
Welleneaning babblers talked about the necessity for a
change of heart. But the trouble was obviously in the head.
What was needed was not more goodwill and human affection,
but more understapding 3; human affairs and more knowledge
of how to handle them.l
Regarding specific types of phllosophy of history, Col-
lingwood rejected the possibility of there beinz such a thing as

12350urce of this quote not given. Used by Hans Meyerhoff,
book review of I de8 of History by Patrick Gardiner, History

W‘ VQI ‘ et R
13col11ngwood, An Autoblogrephy, p. 90.
}JM" D, 92,
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a2 speculative philosophy of history. This is true because the
vast majority of facts from which generallizations are drawn about
the universal plan of history are always in the process of belng
substantiated. History is never a {inished product, What is a
fact today, with the uncoveringz of more evidence, may not be a
fact tomorrow. 3So how can a universal plan drawn from changing
facts be valid?

Thus the object of aetual historical thinking is an
objest which is not "gilven® but perpetually in process of
being given. To philosophize about history as if this ob-
ject, as it appears at this or that moment, were the reality
for which the historian is looking, 1s to begin at the wrong
end, If there is te be a phillosophy of history, it can
only be a philosophical reflexion on the historian's effort
to attain truth, not on a truth which has not yet been
attained.15

Collingwood further rejects the attempt to discover the

plan of Divine Providence for the world from history. For hin,
this would be theological determinism, "The plan which is re-
vealed in history 1s a plan whioch does not pre-exist to its
own revelation: history is a drama, but an extemporized drama,
co-operatively extemporized by its own performers."16

Any attempt to discover the plot of history is the Job

of the historian not the philosopher. The slze of the under-
taking, even if it were to be an attempt to discover the plot

of all history thus far kmown, is no coriterion for distingulsh-

15r. G. Collingwood, "Tha Nature and Aims of a Philoso-
phy of History," Aristotelias ! sedings (1924-25),
vol. 25, p. 161.

161p34., p. 153.
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ing the philosopher from the historian. If it is the historlan's
taslk to discover the detalls, it is his work to disaovgr the in-
terconmexion of the details. The historian tells us the plot
of the Norman Conquest, the French Revolution, and, if it were
possible, the plot of all history that 1s or can be known to us,
The key 1dea here is to realize that history and the plot of
history are not two things but one and thus to know history or
the plot of history is the work not of two different kinds of
men but one. It is clear then, that Collingwood rejects the
possibility of a speculative philosophy of history.l?

In his book, ldes atory, 18 Collingwood does make
clear his notion of philosophy. Fhilosophy is connected with
the reflection on knowledge. It does not think about an object,
"1t always, while thinking about any object, thinks also about
its own thought about that objeect."l? Therefore philosophy is
thought about thought. Thought which seeks to discover the dise
tance of the earth from the sun would be a task for that fleld

of knowledge which we call astronomy. But the further process

171p4d., p. 155.

18mhis book though published posthumously, in 1946,
by the editor of Collingwood's unpublished notes and papers, T.
M. Knox, consists primarily of thirty-two lectures written during
the first six months of 1936, entitled "The Fhilosophy of History",
and parts of a work undertaken in the spring of 1936 called
"Principles of History."

19co111ngwood, Idea of History, p. 1.
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of reflection whereby we would seek to discover what 1t 1s pre-
cisely that we are doing when we discover the distance of the
earth from the sun, is the task of philosophy, in this case,
either of logic or the theory of seience.<0

Using the example of an historian going about his work,
say examining the military stature of Julius Caesar, in order
to clarify his thought, Collingwood distingulishes what he con~
siders to be the task of the psychologlst, the philosopher,
and the historian. The philosopher is concerned not just with
the past facts in themselves as the histordan is, nor with the
historian's thought processes in themselves as the pesychologist
is, but rather with these two aspects precisely in thelr mutual
relation. For thought in relation to its object is not Just
thought process but knowledge. So what for psychology is matter
for a theory of thought process, of mental events in cbstraction
from any object, is for philosophy the theory of knowledge. The
psycholozlst asks: How do historiane think; the philosopher:
How do historiang lnow, The historian on the other hand grasps
the past as a thing in itself and tells us that so many years
ago such-and-such events astually happened. This is not the job
of the philosopher, The philosopher is not concerned with past
events as things in themselves but as thinge known to the histor-
ian, that ig, what about these particular past events that makes
1t possible for historians to lmow thenm,

201pid.
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From what we have said above, we could call the phile
osopher as he thinks about the subjective side of history an
eplstemologist and in so far as he considers the objective side,
we could call him a metaphysiocian, always keeping in mind that
this distinction does not allow us to treat the epistemological
and metaphysical parts of hisz work separately since we cannot
separate the study of knowing from the study of what 1s known.Z21
Finally, since what we have presented is Collingwood's
idea of the general nature of philosophical thinking, what does
he specifically mean when he qualifies the term philosophy by

adding of history?:

The phllosophy of history is the study of historical
thinking: not only the povehological snalysis of its actual
procedure, but the analysis of the idesl which 1t sets
vefore ltself. Historical thought iz one among a mnmber
of attltudes taken up by the mind towards the objective
worldy 4t is an attitude which assumes bhat there exists
a world of faots -- not gencral laws, but individual faets
--= independent of the being lmowm, and that it 4s possible,
if not wholly to discover these facts, at any rate to dis-
cover them in part and approximately, fGhe philoscphy of
history must be a oritiocal discussion of thisg attitude,
1ts presuppositions and 1ts implications; an attempt to
dlscover its place in human experience as a whole, its
relation to other forms of experience, its origzin and its
validity.22

21104d., PP. 2-3.
22¢011inzwood, Aris




CHAPTER 11

R. G. COLLINGWOOD'S
PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

_ Jed Collingwood,
looking back from his fiftieth year, saw that his life's work
shas been in the main an attempt to bring about a rapprochement
between philosophy and history.”l In his investigations he
reached the conclusion that what was needed was a special branch
of philosophical inguiry which was exclusively devoted to the
special problems raised by historiecal thinking.

In the judgment of T, M. Knox, the man who perhaps knew
hin best and to whom Collingwood entrusted his unpublished works,
this ambition was best achleved in the papers contalned in the
book, Idea of History. For that reason the doctrine elaborated
in this chapter is basically that which Collingwood presented
in this book.

For Collingwood the development of a philosophy of his-
tory involved two stages. The first stage would be to work out

1collingwood, Autobjography, P. 77.
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philosophy of history in a relatively isolated condition, re-
garding this philosophy as a speclal study of a special problem.
The second stage would then attempt to work out the connections
between this philosophical study and the old traditional doc-
trines. The ldea of History was concerned with the flrst stage
only. For it was to be a philosophical enquiry into the nature
of history, regarded as a specifically distinct form of knowledge
with its own distinet object. The second stage, for the tinme
being, was simply not considered.?

The first problem which must be taken up iss Why is it
that history must be thought of as a speclial branch of knowledge
and thus worthy of a speclal branch of philosophy? The procedure
followed by Collingwood is to analyze the various forms of know-
ledgze which philosophy has considered in the past and to show
that they are not adequate to account for the problems ralsed
by the existence of historical knowledge.

The viewpoints of philesophic speculation differ with
each age according to the problems oalled forth at that partie
eular time. The history of philosophy dates back to a Greek
heritage. The special task which Greek philosophers proposed
for themselves was the laying of the foundations of mathematics
and thus it is not at all surprising that their special interest
in the theory of lmowledge would be based on mathematical lnow-

ZCollingwood, Idea of History, pp. 6-7.
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ledge.

Sueh a development would be opposed to the development
of history, for history considers data and events that ocourred
in space and time and are no longer happening wWhereas mathemati-
eal thinking can be carried on only in so far as 1t abstracts
from space and time, History, in so far as it 1s a science of
hunman action and considers things which men have done in the
pacst, commits itsel? to the concrete world of chance where
thinzs come to be and cease to be. Accoxding to Collingwood,
the prevalent Greek metaphysical view during this period of
history considered such changeable things as unknowable, and
therefore history as an impossible selence.

As a result of thelr philosophical development along
mathematical lines, the sclience of history during the dominance
of Greel culture remained in a primitive state. History was no
nore than a mere agoregste of perceptions. This, of course,
affected their view of historical evidence. Historleal evidence
was ldentified with the report of facts glven by eyewltnesses
of those facts. The evidence itself oconsisted of eyewltnesses'
narratives and historical method consisted in bbtainlng either
direetly or indirectly these acaounts.g
During the Middle Ages, theologlcal conslderations ab-

31mad., p. 20.
&Ibgg., p. 24,
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sorbed the efforts of thinkers. The dominant concern was dis-
covering more nrecise knowledpe about the relatlonship between
God and man. Therefore 1t was in thic area that philosophy
centered 1ts efforts,

Again this atmosphere is not altogether healthy for the
development of reflection on historical thought. For theolozi-
cal thinking has for its object o single infinite object whereas
historical events are finite and plural.

History itself deveoloped wvery little in the use of ori-
tical apparatus beyond the Greeks, However, in conjunction with
the main preoccupation of the age, 1t took on a new interest,
the discovery and exposition of the divine plan for history.
Such a turn of events prevented development of historiography.

The medieval historian depended primarily on traditions
for his faocts and had no effective weapons for a critical evalu-
aticn of those traditions. In this atmosphere his task beocame
the discovering and expounding of the divine plan for the world
as it wag in the mind of God. It assumed a lmowledge of the fue-
ture as well as the past, Such eschatology is always an intru-
sive element in history =2nd the prediction of future events ar-
gues to a faulty conceptlion of historical method. The medieval
concept of providenoce left nothing for man to do and led histor-
lans into the error of thinking that they could forecast the
future. Our eriticism of this age, however, must be tempered,
for no one had yet discovered the fundamental concept of the
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oritical examination of sources and the scholarly substantiation
of faots which was to be the work of historlcal method in the
centuries that followed.J |

With the arrival of our modern age and the great strides
forward made by science both theoretically and in its use for
the practical improvements of our standard of living, philoso-
phers became preoccupled with thought about sclentific method.
They became concernsd about the relation of the human mind as
subject to the natural world of things as objsct.

Philosophy of history did not develop fully in this at-
mosphere because sclentific lmowledge finds truth through ob~
servation and experiment exemplified in what we percelve, where-
as historieal knowledge finds truth in events which never can
be directly perceived because they are past and cannot be du-
plicated experimentally because they each contain an element
that 1s unique.

Nevertheless history grows where a critiecal, scientific
spirit dominastes since sources such as eyewliness accounts or
historians of the past are no longer accepted as authoritles,
but are now put to the test as methods are developed to test
their authentioclty. Though the growing autonomy of historical
thought resisted total absorption in the positivistic spirit,
it did not fully gailn its autonomy. This is seen, for one ex-
ample, in the rules which historians developed in their treatment

5Ivid., pp. 52-56.
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of facts:

(1) Each fact was to be regarded as a thing capable of
belng ascertained by a gseparate aoct of cognition or pro-
¢ess of research, and thus the total field of the histori-
cally knowable was cut up into an infinity of mimute facts
sach to be separately considered. (i1) Bach fact was to
be thought of not only as independent of all the rest but
as independent of the knower, so that all sublective ele-
nents (as they were called) in the historian's point of
view had to be eliminated. The historian must pass no 6
Judgment on the facts: he must only say what they were.

Such an attitude prevented the further development of
historical method for if historlans refuse to judge the facts,
this means that history can only be the hlstory of extermal
events, not the history of the thought out of which these events
grow, This standstill in development was due to a false analogy
between soientific and historical facts, sclentific and histori-
cal ways of knowing.

Soience tends to ignore the distinction between history
and natural science, or historieal process and natural process,
It starts from the positivistio principle that natural sclience
is the only true form of lmowledge and this principle implles
that all processes are natural processes, The problem of the
historian is how to avoid this principle.

The sclentist tends to regard history as an object con-
fronting the historian in the same way in which nature confronts
the scientist. The task of understanding, evaluating, or cri-

ticizing history is done by the historian standing outside of

61p3d., p. 131.
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it. This results in the loss of the spirituality or subjec-
tivity which properly belongs to the historical 1life of mind
itself. The historical process is converted into a matural
process. It simply 1is not true that the historian stands out-
side history, because it 1ls he who must recreate in his owm mind
the past events of history for whioh he has evidence. This re-
creation of past events in the historian's mind is how the past
lives in the present. His subjectivity i3 an essential part of
historical method in a way 1t is not in scientific metho¢.7

PFurthermore sclience primarily 1ls interested in general-
izations which although verified in particular instances are
vallid independent of them. History never is intereated in gen-
eralization for its own sake., History bezins and ends with its
primary intereat the unique quality of particular historical
events which scientiflie method cannot capture.

A meteorologlst studies one cyclone in order to compare
it with others, hoping to find out what features in thenm sll
are constant. The historian in hils work has no such aim. If
one finds him studying the Hundred Years War or the Revolution
of 1688, one cannot infer that he is in the preliminary stages
of an enquiry into the constant factors involved in wars or
revolutions in general. If he is in any preliminary stage at
all, it is move likely to be a general study of the Middle Ages

or the Seventeenth Century. The reason 13 that the sciences of

?I’béd. . D. 176.
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observation and history are organiged in different ways. In
meteorolosy observation of this partiocvlar oyclone is conditioned
by itz relation to what has been observed about other cyolones.
With history, what 1s known about the Hundred Years War is not
conditioned by what is lmown about other wars but by what is
known about other events and people within the context of the
Middle Ages.S

So it seems clear that the philosophic viewpoints of the
three ages of thought have not either singly or together ade~
auately provided for the existence of historical knowledge,

“hy hadn't these ages bsen comselous of the problems ralsed by
historical thinking?

The reason was that historical knowledge had not yet
forced itself into the oonsclousness of vhilosophers by raising
speclal difficulties whioh would demend a special technique
and stvdy to meet them. When this did happen somewvhere within
the nineteenth century, the situation was that the current
theoriss of Imowledse were preccounied with the specinl pro-
blems of sclence and had besn working on a tradition based on
the study of mathematices and theolozy, whereas the new histor-
1cal methods, growing up everywhere, were left unaccounted for.
The demand was oreated for a speoific inguiry into this new

group of philosophic problems created by the exlistence of or-

81vid., p. 250.
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ganlized and systematized historiecal research. This new inquiry
has Justly come tou be czlled philosophy of hiatary.g It 4= to
this inguiry thalt we san say Collingwoosd has made a gizable con-
tribution, Whet is to follow 4is Collingwood's philosophy of
history, his phenomenoclogical analysis of historiocsl thinking.
Collirpwood's insight into inowledpe. Through Collingwood's

experience 28 an archaeologist and historian, a basic insight

was grasped which was %0 affect all his philosophiecal work., The
insight cams someatinme whlle he was working on excavations of
Romen camps in Britain around 19173:

At the same time I found myself experimanting in a
laboratory of knowledge: at first asking mysell a quite
vagua question, such as: "was there a Flavian ocecupation
on this site?" then dividing that question into various
heads and putting the first in some such form as this:
"are these Flavian sherds and coins mere stays, or were
they deposited in %he period to which they belong?" and
then considering all the possidble ways in which light could
ba thrown on this gquestion, and puttinz them into practioce
one by one, until at last I could say, "There was a Fla-
vian occoupationt an earth and timber fort of such and such
rlan was bullt here in shg:ysar a + b and abandoned for
such and such reasons in the year x ¢ y." Experience soon
taught me that under these laboratory sonditions one found
sut nothing at all excert in answer to a guestion; and not
a vague one elther, but a definite one., That when one
dug saying merely, "Let us zee what thera i3 here", one
learnt nothing, except casually in so far as casual ques-
tione arose in one's mind while digzing: "Iz that black
stuff peat or oosupation-soil? Is that a potsherd under
your foot? Are those loose stones a ruined wall?" That
what one learnt depended not merely on what turned up
in one's trenches but also on whet questions one was aske-
ing; so that a man who was asking questions of one kind
learnt one kind of thing from a place of digging which to

QMB es PDPe 5~6.
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anothar man revealed something Aifferent, to a third some~
thing illusory, and to a fourth nothing at ail.l

The importance of this insight iz emphasized by the fact
that we fregquently attempt to eritiocize before we understand.
Because of this, it is important to know what questions we are
seeking to answer. Wwhen our questions are answered, then is the
time for criticism.

This same insight or way of proceeding was adopted by
Collingwood in his leotures. He had become something of an
expert in Aristotle. In speaking about the De Anima, he cone
centrated on the question "What is Aristotle saying and what
does he mean?” He did not go inte the further question of whe-
ther what he means or says is true or not. He wished to convey
to his audiences the need for a scholarly approach to the philos.
ophical text prior to any process of uritislsw.ll

Besides hies work as an archaeologist, there were cther
occasions, some of them quite prosalc, which re~emphasized his
insight into the knowing process. Collingwood reflects on one
such ocoasion which ocourred a year or so after the outbreak of
dorld War I. At that time he was living in London and working
for the Royal Admiralty Intelligence Division ﬁhich had taken
over the quarters of the Royal Geographical Soclety. Each day
he had to walk across Kensington Gardens past the Albert Memorial

10col1ingwood, Autoblography, pp. 23-25.
111b3d., pp. 27-29.
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vhich Yemoriel by degrees hepan to obsers him., This Memorizl
chrenced Collingwood becausge 1t wos o incontrovertibly usly,
in such bad tacte, thet the queation occurred to him: Why had
Sentt {architect) done 1t? What follows is the process of thoughf
which developed in Collingwoaod’s mind:

Why had Ssot® done 4%? To say that Seott was a bad

architect was to burke the problem with a tautology; to
say that there was no accounting for tastes was to evade

it by a estioc falgsl. What relation was there, I began
to ask myself,; hetween what he had done and what he had

tried to do? Had he tried to produce a beautiful thing;

a thinr, I meant, which we shonld have thourht bhasutiful?

If 8o, he had of course falled. But had he perhaps been

tryine 5o praduce something different? If so, he might

possibly have succeeded. If I found the monument merely

loathsome, wae that perhans nmy fault? Was I looking in

it for qualities 1t 414 not possess, and sither ignoring

er desndiatns those 1t 414712

Thig experience 22 ha walk%ed nast the Memorial lad Cole

lingwood to formlate a »minciple regarding the anestion and
angway process, It 12 immosasible to find ont what a man means
by simply ntudying his spoken or written statements even sranting
that the individual has a thoroushly sompetent grasp of the cho-
sen mediunm of communication and a perfectly truthful intention.
To discover his meaning somethine more ig demanded. This "more"
1s a question, a auezstion which »as in the mind of this parti-
cular individual anrd which is presumed by him to be in yours.
What he hag saild, or written, or communicated in any other way

was meant to be an answer to a particular question.l3

ig;bgd., Ppe 29«30,
—— ;bggn, pc 31.
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From experiences such as those related above, 59111ng-
wood concluded that all advances in inowledze came as answers to
a definite set of questions. Thinking means asking questions.
You don't learn by looking at reallity with a blank mind. How
significant this 1n81ght ig for the historian will become appar-
ent as we proceed in the analysis of historicsl thought. For
Collingwood, no intellicent inguiry into any subject could pro-
ceed without it.

Collingwood did not feel he had discovered something new
even though he did think that he had discovered the inmportance
of a process neglected by many modern thinkers:

These guestions are not put by one man to another man
in the hope that the second man will enlighten the first
man's ignorance by answering them. They are put, like
all sclentific questions, to the sclentist by himself.
This 1s the Socratic idea which Plato was to express by
defining thought as "the dialogue of the soul with 1t-
self'", where Plato's own literary practlce makes it clear
that by dialogue he meant a process of questlion and answer.
When Socrates taught his young puplls by asking them quesw
tions, he was teaching them how to ask guestions of them-
selves, and showlnz them by examples how amazingly the ob-
scurest subjects can be 1lluminated by asking oneself ine
tellizent questions about them instesnd of simply zaving at
then, according to the prescription of our modern anti-
scientific eplstemologlists, in the hope that when we have
made ouy minds & perfect blank we shall "apprehend the
facts®,ll

The object of historical inquiry. Our inquiry into historical
thought will start with the question: what ig the object of his-
torieal inguiry? Collingwood defined the object of historical

400114 newood, Idea of History, p. 274.




inquiry as "past human actions.”

These "human actlons® are further defined as "events that
admlt of thousht”. It 1s precisely because of this fact that
history has a c¢lalm to 2 separate form of knowledre, for history
gets at thought, the inside of action, in & way the natural
sciences do not. The occurrences in nature are mere events,
that 18, not the acts of agents whose thought the scientist
attempts to trace. For the sclentist nature is a "phenomenon”.
We do not mean that 1t is somehow lacking in reality but rather
is considered as a belng presented to the scientist for his ine-
telligent observation. But historical events are not “phenom-
enon” presented for intelligent observation. They are events
which the historian does not look at but through to discern the
thought within them. By penetrating to the "inside" of events,
the historian 1s doing something which the method of the scien-
tist nelther demands or permits,15

Human action 1s concelved by Collingwood as thought ex-
bressing iltself in external behavior. Although historians must
start from the merely physical or descriptions of the merely
physical, thelr object 1s to penetrate behind these to the thought
which underlies them. They may start with the fact that a men
called "Julius Caesar" on a certain day in 49 B.C. crossed the

River Rubicon with such-and-such foroes. But this iz not the

——
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goal of historical inquiry. Historians want to go on and dis-
cover what was in Caesar's mind, what motivated these external
bodlily movements. When this transition is made, then and only
then do human actions become fully intelliglble. The objlect of
historical Anquiry 12 not a mere event, but the thought expressed
in it. If you discover the thought, then you understand the
event. Once you know the facts in this full sense, there is no
farther process of inquliry into causes. For in knowing what
happened, the historian also knows why it happ@nea.ié
This passage from the merely physical activities of
human beings to a penetration of thelr inner thoughts has been
expressed by the distinotion (made famous by Collingwood) be-
tween the "inslde® and "outside®” of an event:
The historlan investigating any event in the past, makes
a distinotion between what may be ¢alled the ocutside and
the inside of an event. By the outside of the event 1
mean sverything belonging to it which can be described in
terms of bodles and their movements, the pasgsage of Caesar,
accompanied by certain men, across a river called the Ru-
bicon at one dats, 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 At which can only be deacribed in terms of
thought; Caesar's deflamee of Republican law or the c¢lash
of constitutional poliey between himself and his assassins.lq
Though Collingwood distinguished the inside and outside
of an action, hs does not want us to think that history is cone

cerned exclusively with thought, Historical investigation does

lsCOIIIWOd, ;gﬁé 01 Hi 520!3, j 21 214,
171m4d., p. 213.
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not allow a concern with one and not the other. The historian
is investigatine not mere events (something which has only an
outside and no inside) but actions. An action is the unity of
the inside and outside of an event. The historian is interested
in the crossing of the Rublcon as related to Republlican law or
the spilling of Caesar's blood as related to the constitutional
conflicet. He may start with the discovery of the outside of an
event, but the goal of his inauiry is not reached until he has
thought hinself into the action and discerned the thoughts of
the azents involved,18

At the same time Collingwood is insisting on the concern

of the historian for both inside and outside of historical ac-
tions, he admits that ultimately the historiant's chief interest
is in historical thought:

Unlike the natural sclentist, the historian is not
conceimed with events as such at alli. He is only con-
cermed with those events which are the outward expression
of thoughis, and is oniy concerned with these in so far as
they express thoughts. At bottom, he 1ls concerned with
thoughts alone; with thelr oulward expression in evenis
he is concerned only by the way, in so far as these reveal
to him the thoughts of which he is in search.l?

It should ve noted that the definition ol huwan action

eliminates from history the study of the objlects of natural
stience, acts of brutes, end the indeliberate acts of man,

that is, man's conduct in so far as it is determined by what umay

181v14.
191b14., p. 217.
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be called his animal nature, his impulses =nd appetites. The
gssence of these acts is thelr outside. They sinmply have no
inside and thus cannot be a proper object of historieal study.zo

4 questlon which naturally arises from the above dis-
tinetion would be: In what sense do these events with no inside
influence the nroper object of historical inquiry since to hold
that they have no effect on historical =ctions is patently ab-
surd? It seems certain that if Lord Nelson's ship sprans a leak
at the battle of Trafalgar, even thourh "soringing e leak®
has no inside, 1t certainly would seem to have historiocal sig-
nificance,

Collingwood's treatment of this obvious objection is
clear. All men have certain things in common, for example,
eating when they are hungry, or sleeping when they are tired.
But these functions have absolutely nothing of interest to the
historian. Of themselves ecting and sleening are animal appe-~
tites znd with them history har no concern. However, in co for
as thege physicloglcal facts affect humen action and thousht
they are of concern. They have historiecal significance in so
far as, for example, they affect the actions a man might per-
form because of his own and his children's enpty stomachs, or in
So far as poverty is related to the rich exploiting the poor for

thelr own ends., It is man's thoucht about these merely nhysio-
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loglcal facts which can have historiesl signifiaanee.21

Some (to take another example) have attributed the de-
cline of the Romen empire to & fall in agricultursl productior
owing to the exhaustion of the soll in some rezlons., The his-
torian is not interested actually with the fact that this soil
is exhausted., In itself, this fact is of no significance., It
can have importance only in relaticn to a human beilng or beings.
And then it has significance only in that it presents a problem
to be thought about. How can this soil be replenished? If
it can't be, then how can one continue to live on & farm with
exhausted soll? How can we find another source of agriocultural
produce? Thus events with no inside of their own can have value
to the historian only in so far as they affect the thought and
actions of man. The Homan empire did not fall because the earth
was exhasusted but because ir thinking about this problem, the
Romans did not come up with a course of asction adequate to the
problem.*? |

Ye can say, in summary, that for Collingwood the object
of historiezsl inquiry is past humen actions. These human co-
tlions are those which admit of thought, the inside of human
activity. All events which have only an outside (the eruption

211bsd., p. 2S.
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of a volocano, an ampty‘stamaah) have no historiocal significance

except in so far as they affect the thought involved in human

actions.

- If the object of

historical inguiry is past human actions, how do I go about
answering the questions put to that object by the historian: What
has happened? When did it happen? Why did it happen? The only
way I can answer these questions about the past is by re~thinking
past thoughts. History as a sclence is “the re-enactment of
past thought in the historian's own mind."<3

Some examples to illustrate this genersl definition are
in order. I have bafore me a letter written by Pliny the gove
ernor of Blthynia to the Emperor Trajan concerming the treat-
ment of Christians in this province. Now & man who thinks his-
torically has before him this document, this relic of the past.
His Job is to discover what the past was whieh has left this docw
ument behind 1t. There are hers certain written words and the
historian must discover what was meant by the person who wrote
them. This means discovering the thought expressed in the words
and in this process thinking those same thoughts again for hime
self,2H

As another example let us say we have an historian who

23collingwood, Idea of History, p. 215.
2k1p44., p. 283.
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has before himselfl & certain edicet of an empsror. For him mers-
1y to read the words of the document and to be able to transe-
late them into his own language does not mean he is aware of
thelr historiceal cignificance. In order to reach this, he must
enviseze the situstlon with which the emperor was tryinz to deal
end view it from the same point of view s the emperor had, Then
he must see for himself Just as if he were in the emperor's shoes,|
how the situstion might be declt with; he must see the wvarious
eltermatives, the reasons for choosing one course of action roe
ther than another. He thus re~enacts in his own mind the ex-
perience of the emperor. In this wzy he hac an historieal (ac
distinet from a merely philclogical) Imomledze of the neaning
of the edtet.25

By re-eracting past thought, an historien will in this
one act snswer 211 the questions of history, for the re-thinking
of past thought means that the hlstorian has apprehended all the
fasts of the cese. Therefore, there i ne further process of
inquiring into thelr causes, VWhen the historien Imows whatbt
happened, he slready knows why i1t happened.

One of Collinmwood's favorite examples for illustrating
peints of hls theory was Admiral ¥Nelson at the bettle of Trofal-

gars
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If T know what Nelson did at the battle of Trafalgar
¢ « « I 2lso ¥now why he did 1%, because I make his thoughts
mine and pass from one to another as I should in my own
thinking. I have no need of any general knowledge of the
behavionr of admirals in sen battles to attalin this under~
standing. It is not, in faoct, a matter of discursive, but
of imnedlate knowledge. But it is only this because thought
and only thought iz in question.25
The reason we can define history as the re-enactment of
past thought, is the distinetion which Collingwood made between
the inside and the outside of an event. He felt it was clear
that o past act as such waz dead forever. However thought was
something that could transeend time. With this distinetion he
felt that he was able to do away with those who objected to the
possibility of a rye-enactment of past thought. Teo those who
would oclaim 1t absurd to think that the same identieal act could
happen twice he would say that a past act of thought in its phy-
slcal context carmot be re-~lived since physical qualities pass
away in the flow of eonsciovsness. But thought, since it is
distinet from the merely physical, can he captured and regained
in its entirety. So far es experience consists of mere cone-
seilousness of gensations and feelings pure and simple, 1t is
true to say a past event has been ocarried away forever. Butb
an aoct of thought is not just sensation and feeling. It is
¥nowledge whiech is mors than immediate comseiocusness.Z?
Collingwood oonsidered it one of the wondrous peoulliar
ities of thought that it ocould survive shanges in physical conw




text:

The peculiarity of thought is that, in addition to
ocourring here and now in this context, it can sustain it
self through a change of context and revive in a different
one . . . . The self-identity of the act of thinklng that
these two angles are equal is not only independent of such
matters as that a person performing it is hunzry and cold,
and feels his chalr hard beneath him, and is bored wlth
his lesson: it is also independent of further thoushts,
such as that the book says they are equal or the master
believes them to be equal.Z28

Inslde myself, 1 can revive one and the same act of

thought. For example, I learn for the first time that it is
true that I can prove the existence of God from an examination
of finlte reality. Three months later, I can revive this iden-
tical same act of thought. It 1s true that the first discovery
of a truth differs from any later contemplation of it., But

the difference is nelther in the truth nor in the act. BRather
it is that the immedlacy of the first act can never be captured
again. The jolt which a2 new insight gives, the freedom following
the solution to a perplexing problem, the triumph of achlevenent,
all these immediate experiences connected with the first asct of
insight are what we cannot re»capture.zg

It should be made clear and explicit at this polint that

Collingwood is insisting that my act of thought and the act of
thought that Julius Casesar had which I am trying to re-think are

not similar acts but identlcally the same acts.

pe—

28Ibid., p. 297-298.
— 291v3d.
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His position 1s clear in attempting to answer objectors
who say that sinece the acts take place in two different persons
they are two distinet acts. He uses a8 an example a situation
where & lapse of time over a lengthy period is involved. If
we take the two persons involved, Euclid and myself, and we grant
that the interval of time lapsing 1s no ground for denying that
the two acts of thought are really one and the same, the further
question must be asked: Is the difference between Euclid and
myself ground for denying the identity of the two acts? Colling-
wood contended that there exists no tenable theory of personal
identity which would contradict his position. Iuclid and I are
not like two typewrlters which, because they are not the same
typewrlter, can never perform the same act but only acts of the
same kind. A mind is not a2 machine but a complex of activities.
And to say my aoct of thought and Fuclid's cannot be the sanme
because they are part of a different complex of activities is an
unproved assertion.30
Collinswood claims that those who object to his position
implicitly assume that identical acts of thought can and do
happen. For the objector to Collinrwood maintains:
that although the object of two peonle's acts of thought
may be the same, the acts themselves are different. But,
in order that this should be sald, it is necessary to know
"what someone else is thinking” not only in the sense of
knowing the same object that he knows, but in the further

sense of knowing the same act by which he knows it: for
the statement rests on a claim to know not only my own act

3%1p1d., pp. 287-288.
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of knowing but someone else's also, and compare them.
But what makes such comparison possible? Anyone who ocan
perform the comparison must be able to yreflest "my aet of
Jnowledge 18 this" -~ and then he repeats it: "from the way
he talks, I can see that his act is thls" -~ and then he
repeats it. Unless that can be done, the comparison can
never be made. But to do this involves the repetition by
one mind of another's act of thought: not one like it but

the act iteelf.. i

Collingwood argues for the idemtification of my aoct of
thought and the thought of the historical personage I happen to
be studying on the ground that if I oould only think the same
thought content of Caesar and not revive Caesar's act of think.
ing, then I could never Imow that my thoughts were ;?.gntical
with his. How comld I say I kpow what Csesar thought if I can't
revive his act of thought? |

Collingwood feels he has shown why it is neceassary to

hold that "ascts of thought can bs detached from their felt basck-
ground with perfect legitimacy, for it is because they ocan that
history is possible and is properly described as a re-enactment

of past experience,”3?

One of the motives bshind Collingwood's distinotion be-
tween thought and felt background, the inside and outside of
events was a deep-seated fear of historical seepticism. Past
events can never in thelr totality dbe re.captured, so how could

31Ipid., p. 288.

324, H, vWalsh, "Collingwood's Philoscphy of History,"
Philosophy, Vel. 22, (1947), p. 157.
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we ever know them to be true? But thought, since 1t is not
limited to time and place, could transcend this obstacle and
allow the historian to get inside the actions of history. Col-
lingwood, however, has never btaken the time to detall precisely
how it is that we go about re-thinking these past thoughts.

In summary, we can eay that the guestions put to past
human actions (what happened? why did it happen? when did it
happen?) can be answered by the re-enasctment of past thought.
There 1s » sense in which a past act of thought, either nmy
own or someone else's can be revived by me now, though not with
the same precise physical baclzround ag it had before. We can
distingulsh thought from its context of felt background because
acts of thought are not mere constituents of the temporal flow
of consclousness, but thinzs which can be sustailned over a stretch
" of time and revived after an interval. A proposition of
Euelid can be contemplated by a person for several seconds and
again can be brought to mind after my attention has wandered
from it. If I ask how many acts of thinking are here involved,
the answer is one only. If this holds for my own acts of think-
ing, it holde also when I am dealing with other people's thoughts.
Because we can distingulsh thought from its immediate context,

knowledge of the past becomes a real possibility.

Be-thinkine past thoughts: obiect
or means of historical inquiry? We have declared human actions

to be the goal of historical inquiry in the first part of our

LAnalysis of historical thought. Then we said that the re-
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thinking of past thought 1s what makes historical knowledge
possible. The gquestion now arises as to the relationship of
these two elements. Is there present here a relatlonship of
means to end? Is the re~thinking of past thoughts the means by
which 1 get to past human acts? If it is not a means to end,
in what sense is it the goal of historical inquiry? another way
of posing the same gquestion would be to ask: Is the re~thinking
of past thoughts a part of historical method, or part of the goal
which any historical method ocught to achleve?

The precise role that the re-thinking of past thoughts
plays in the theory of history worked out by Collingwocod 1is
simply not clear from his own writings. This is obvious from
the disputes among his commentators. We adopt a view here which
seens to be most consistent with the whole of Collingwood's
theory:

Collingwood undoubtedly thought that historians must
re~think the thoughts inslde past setlons in order to ex-
Plain them, but he did not conslder such re-~thinking to
be intuitive. . . « To re-think sizgnificant past thoughts
13 part of the end an historian strives to accomplish; it
1s not even the whole of it, for he must also both demon-
strate that he has re-thought them, and use them to explain
past asctions. Collinewood's interpreters have mistaken
his descriptions of an element in the goal of historical
inquiry for descriptions of historical method; . . . Few
commentators have recognized either that Collingwood ack-
nowledged that imaginative reconstruections of past thoughts

are corrigible and, in a sense hypothetical; or that he
rejected the view that an historian who succeeds in re-
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thinking a past thought must intuitively know that he has
done so.33

We must understand then, the re-thinking of past thoughts
as an olement in the goal of historical ingquiry, not as & means
to the end. Re-thinking past thought is a condition for the
possibility of historical knowledge. The subject matter on
which the historian labors really is not the past as such, but
the past whose evidence we can understand, the past in so far
as we know 1it. To call history past actuality, except in so
far as we know it, would mean setting up an insurmountable bare
rier between the historian and the past, between knower and the
objeoct to be mown. History is the knowledgze which we have of
this past, and to oconsider it apart from the conditions in hu-
man cognition which make it possible, is illegitimate. Colling-
wood then has simply re-defined the object of history (human
aotions) in terms of what in these actions is able to be known,

namely, past thoughts.

204 FY. Since to re-think past thoughts is
the goal of historical inquiry, what is the means by which I
can acoomplish this geal?

Kma eE La e aiionce Whose Dastnese Lo Lo study svente |

not acoeasible to our observation, and to study these
events inferentially, arguing to them from something else

33A1an Donagan, "The Vir&ftaat&on of Historical Thesis",
Pnilosophical Quarterly, Vol. 6 (1956), pp. 199-200. It should
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which is accessible to our observation, and which the
historizan calls evidence for the event in which he 1s
interested. 34

Evidence then, is second best because rast events are
not present except in terms of the monuments, documents, or test-
imony in which they now exist. It is from this point that we
can make inferences to the past and can conclude that a certain
particular past sction presupposes this particular thought.

It is in relation to evidence and the inference to past
thought that the oft repeated phrase in historiecal circles,

511 history is contemporary history®™ is understood. This 1s
true because the past must somehow still be alive in the pre-
sent. In order that a past event can be sald to have left a
tgrace” of itself in the present world, which is evidence of its
existence for the historian, this trace must be sonething more
than a material body. We can, for example, suppose that a cer-
tain medieval king granted land to the monastery of Cluny and
that the charter recording this grant has been praserved to our
own day, a brown and aged place of paper covered with certain
strange black narks. YNow if nothing else save this parchment
survived from the Middle Azes into the world of t@day.vthen this
Parchment would not serve asg evidence of the grant as far 22 the

modern nistorian is concerned. To take only one example, the

be noted that the two most prominent authorities on €ollingwood
&re Donagan and the editor of Ides of History, T. M. Knox.

B“Colllngwood, Idea of History, p. 252.
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mowledge of Latin survives. If it hadn't, the parchment could
never have told the historian what in fast it does tell him,
The modern historian can study the Middle Ages because they are
not dead, This is true because their writings, peintings; eto.
are still in existence, not only as material objects, but also
because thelr ways of thinking are still in existence as ways
in whish people still ean think. This survival of thought pat-
terns need not be continuous or active in modern lifs. Such
things have been ralsed from the dead such as the ancient lan-
guages of Mesopatamia and Egypt.35

"A1l1l history is contemporary history® can be understood
in still another sense, Not in the ordinary sense of the word
where contemporary hisztory refers to history of our recent past

tut in a very strict sense of consciousness of one's own activit

ag one actually performs it. History is not contained in books
or doocuments but lives as a present interest and pursuit in the
mind of the historian when he oriticizes and interprets doou-

4

ments, testimony, etc., and by so doing re-lives for himself the

atates of mind into which he is inquiring.3®

The ultimate reason that past actions of history can
be prasent 1s because they can be re~thought. They aye present
in 80 far as they are the external sxpression of thought:

J5@o1lingwood, Autobjography, pp. 96-97.
Fcol1ingwood, Idea of History, p. 202.
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Al) history is contemporary history, to use Croce's
phrase, not because history is an "eternal present”, but
beoause the "present” is the product of consclousness at
the level of thought, which is an activity capable of
spanning the time-series, The levels of sonsciousness
infericr to thought have no history because, as ephemeral
sensation, their identity cannot be re-captured. Nelther
my anger in its initial impact nor that of someone else is
suseeptible of reviwvalj my thought 1s.37
The logleal conclusion to these reflections on evidence
and the senses in wvhich evidence maltes all history contempo¥ary
is that the subject-matter of history 1s not the past as such,
but the past for which we have evidence. Much of the past has
irrevoeably perished since we have no documents or other evi-
dence for regonstructing it. We bellieve on mers testimony that
the Greeks were great painters but this belief is not historical
knowledge since, thelr works having perished, we have no evi-
dense which would zive us the opportunity of re-living in our
own minds their artistic experience.3d
Historical evidence is constituted by a two-fold conw
dition: the questiong the historlian wishes to ask and the evi.
dence (doouments, testimonmy etc,) that is avallable to him.
“You can't colleot your evidence before you begin thinking . . »
because thiniing means asking questions,"39

It 18 in this area of the use and constitution of evi-

37g. W, P, Tomlin, B, G, Collingwood (London: Longmans,
Green & Co., 1953), p. 32.
38oo111ngwood, ] story, p. 202,

391v44., p. 270.
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dence that Collingwood made his greatest contribution toward
distingulshing the activity of the modern historian from the
pseudo-historian., The distinction he made 1is between the
scissors-and-paste historian and the scientific historian.

Scissors-and-paste history assumes that the function of
the historian is to examine sources of high repute and then to
write history as a correlation of the best sources. In this way
we remain strictly objective. All the historlan has to do 1s
find out if the document or testimony is true and then he can
rely on it.

Collingwood has many difficulties with this theoxy.
According to it the essential elements of history are memory
and authority. In order for an event or state of affalrs to be
known historically, the following process is necessary. Flrst,
someone must be acquainted with the event; then he must remember
it and state his recollection of the event in terms which are
intelligible to another; and finally this other person must do-
cept his statement as true. A practical definition of this type
of history would be "the belief in someone else when he says
that he remembers something." The believer is the historians
the person believed is called an authority.

This doctrine implies that historical truth, in so far
88 it 15 available to the historian, exists in the expliecit
Statements of his authorities. These statements become the

8acred text of the historian. Their value depends on the un-
e —
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brokenness of the tradition they represent. Therefore, he nmay
not tamper with them, change or add to them, nor in any way
contradict them. To take it upon himself to regard some state-
ments as pertinent and others as not, to choose some and not
others to make a polnt, i1s to appeal to another criterlion beyond
the bare statement of the authority. This ls precisely what
this theory does not allow him to do. What the authorities tell
this historian must be regarded as the truth, the whole accessl-
ble truth, and nothing but the truth.

Collingwood repudiates this theory by simply stating
that in practice historians repudiate the consequences of such
a position. Every historian on occasion does tamper with his
authorities. He selects from them what he thinks is important,
concludes to statements which the authoritlies do not explicitly
make, criticlzes and rejects statements he regards as elther
based on mis-information, or on outright lies, or on bilas. The
historian does all this without, for the most part, considering
the philosophical consequences of what he is doing.“o

This Iind of common sense, nalve approach to historical
mowledge which we have been talking about seems to underlie
most faulty views of historical method, and in its various forms
it tries to geduce the unwary from a critical, reflective under-
8tanding of just what a historian is reslly doing. Collingwood
has described in detail the historical method which the histor-

—————

"4, pp. 234-235,
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ical scissors-znd-paste school must use, given thelr basic
assunmpbions.

Fundamentally the scissors-and-paste historlan believes
that he must, by reason of his trade, deal with ready-made state-
ments which he can accept as true or reject as false. He must
first decide upon a subject to write about. He then starts his
search for statements by people who took part in the event or
wvho repeat what eyewitnesses told them. He looks for any state-
nent by an "informed source", and after accumulating a good
number of them, he excerpts from them and incorporates them into
nis history. If these statements contradict each cother, he
must find some way of reconciling them. He considers critically
the relative trustworthiness of the sources and decldez which he
is to accept. If some statement should relate an event which he
simply eannot believe, he will reject it out of hand. Though
such an approach to hisgtory was more common in the past, 1t has
not completely disappeared even today. The key point is that
the scissors-and-paste historian can have only one problem to
settle: wnether to accept or reject & certain plece of testi-
mony bearing upon the question in which he is interested. 'l

The trouble with secisgsors-and-naste history ls that,
¥lth a totslly insdequate methodology, it concelves of the past

&8 an object =t which one can teke 2 look and imnediately un-

[ —

MImid., pp. 257-261.
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depatand, More concretely, this means that the sclosors-and-
paste hlstorian looks at a2 document and finds the meaning al-
ready there, vight out there on the nare whers ziybody can see
and read and understand. The scissors-and-paste hlstorian sime-
pPly repeata the statenents that other people have made and he
can zet to work only when he has a generous supply of ready
aadewst&tements on the subjects about which he wishes to think
and write, 2

To combat thiz selssors-and-paste approach with 2 nore
scientific attitude, we must remeamber that historians do not
come with o blank mind to the data but rather wlth questions
about it which determine the course of their investigation.
Testinony becones Just another source ol information for the
answers to thelr questions.

Historlans must realize that the most important queg-
tion about any statement anpearing in his source material is
not whether it 1g true or falze but what 1t means. To ask what
a gtatement means is to transcend the limitatlons of scissor-
and-paste history and to step into a world where history 1ics
nore than copylng out the taestimony of the best sources. Sclen~
tifie history enables the historian to come to his own conclu-
Slons. "Thinkinz about the statements of our sources is criti-

cal thinking."43

———

H21v14., p. 274.
43
e Ibidc’ Pc 260.

e N e
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We have here a fundamentally different attitude toward
authorities and testimony. When an historian accepts an answer
to a question asited, given him by another peraén, this other
person 15 often said to be his "authority" and the statement
or answer asecepted is called “"testimony". To accept the testi-
mory of an authority as historical truth means the surrender of
the name "historian.” To accept testimony backed up by evidence
is, on the other hand, mich more. The affirmation of something
besed on evidencs is historical knswiedgu.a“

Scissors-and-paste history keeps the historian one step
removed from historical knowledge. History is the roe-enactment
of past thought. But to base our historiecal knowledge on valid
testimony or the reliability of sources is to avold this primary
funotion. I may have a dosire to find out if FPythagoreas really
proved that the square of ths hypotenuse is equal to the sun
of the square of the other two sides. I could oconsult any nume
ber of good mathematiclians or I could even read what FPythagoreas
himself said. DBut the only way of lmowing whether a glven type
of argument 1s cogent or not is to learn how to argue that way
and find out. Meanwhile, it is only a second best thing to take
the word of those who have done so for themselves.”5

Even in the case where I am my own witness and author.

ity in tems of & past experience of my own, reference to evi.

khread., p. 256,
MM“ P 263»
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dence is absolutely neeéasary for historical kmowledge, For I
have a tendency to combine past thoughts with further dpvalop~
ments. This tendency oan be checked upon in only one way. If
I want to be ebsolutely sure that sueh & thought was in my mind
twenty years ago, I may not merely state this, but must have
evidence of it. That evidence mmst be a book, a letter, o note,
& ploture T painted, s recollection (either my own or another's)
of something I sald or d1d, any of Which might show what wes in
my mind. Only with such evidence before my mind and interpreting
it without bias, can I prove to myself that I did think thus
some twenty years agaehé
Another quality of the competant scientific historian
38 one which is often misbtakenly called an "historical sense"
or historian's ability to enter into the thought and eontexrt of
the period he is studying. He 1s not satisfiled with viewing
hig sources and evidence as a witness but uses them to get in-
slde the event.
Collingwood has briefly contrasted the solssors-and-
paste historian and the aéienzifia onat
The scissors-and-paste historian reads them (various
kinds of evidence) in a simple receptive spirit, to find
out what they sald. The scientific historian reads them
with a question in hig mind, having taken the initlative
D e oaiasoms-anicpasbe Mistorian reads them on the

understanding that what they did not tell hin in so many
words he would never find out fwem them at allj the

461md., p. 296.
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scientific historian puts them to the torture, twlsting a
passage ostensibly about something quite different into
an answer to the question he decided to ask; where the
scissors-and-paste historian saild quite confidently "there
is nothinz in such-and-such an author about such-and-such
a subject", the scientific or Baconlan historlan will
reply "Oh, isn't there? Do you not see that 1n this pas-
sage about a totally different matter it is implied that
the author took such-and-such a view of tﬁe subject about
which you say his text contains nothing."*+7

Collingwood has 1llustrated the procedure that the his-
torian must follow by drawing an analogy between the detectlve
and the historian which has won wilde acceptance and use in his-
torical circles because of its accuracy of deseription:

A detective investigating a case begins by deciding
what he can regard as undisputed fact, in order to bulld
his theories around that as a fremework. If the theorles
work out, the framework will be declared to have been
well~-founded, and no further questions will be asked about
1t. But if results are not forthcoming, a stage may be
reached at which i1t 1s necessary to go back to the beginnlng
and doubt some of the initlal "facts" of the case. A
detective who, through devotion to the Correspondence
theory of truth, refused to take that step would be very
little use to his profession, though naturally he would
not be encouraged to take it till every other expedient
failed. The case of the historian is exactly parallel.

He also must be prepared, if necsssary, to doubt even his
firmest belliefs -- even, for example, the chronological
framework inside which he arranges his results -- thouzh
it does not follow that he will involve hinmself In such an
upheaval lightly. He wlll indeed do all he can to avold
1t, undertaking it only as a last resggt, but all the sane
he must net rule it out in principle.

%71b1d., p. 270.

4Buailsh, Philosophy of H;stog¥, p. 87. This is a summary
gf the principles illustrated by Collingwood's detective anal-
EY under the title "Who Killed John Doe?" along with subse-
Qent development on pages 266-282 of Idea of History.

\
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One of the main points €ollinswood is trying to make by
the use of thls analogy is that an historian, like a detective,
must go beyond the evidence presented, not only in a critlical
way, in terms of judging his sources to be meaningful or not,
but also in a constructive way. Going beyond your evidence in
a constructive way means the use of interpolation between state-
ments taken from authorities and other statements only implled
by them. To take a very simple illustration, our authority
may tell us that on Monday Caesar was in Rome and sometime later
in Gaul. Nothing is sald about a trip, but such an interpcla-
tion is made with no doubt about the truth of such a statement.

This act of interpolation which the secientific historian
uses has two significant characteristics., First, it is in no
way an arbitrary or fanciful act. It is absolutely necessary.
If we filled up the narrative of Caesar's jJourney with detalls
about persons he could have met on the way and what he probably
would have saild if he met them, the interpolation would be arbi-
trary, the type of "fact" created by a good historieal novelist
who departs from a basic historical reality into the world of
flction. But the interpolation we are talking about must involve
nothing that is not necessitated by the evidence. Without this
type of historieal construction there would be no history at all.

Secondly the type of inference used in history is sonme-
thing imagined. If we look out to sea and perceive a ship on

the horizon, and then, having gone about our work, ten minutes

\




60
later look back acslin and see it in 2 different place, we findi
ourgelves automatically imagining 1t as having occupled at suc-
cessive intervals the ares covered when we were not looking.
Quite the same thing 1s at work when, using the process of in-
terpolation, we imagine Coessr as having traveled from Rome to
Gaul when we are told that he was first in one place, then
another. %9

In summary, we can say that evidence is the means by
which we are enabled to re~think past thoughts. The thoughts
of history live in the present in terms of evidence. This is
what 15 meant by the term, "all history is contemporary history®.
Evidence as such has no historical veslue unless by it we can
get at past thought. REvidenee can be used in various ways. The
scissors-and-paste historian simply looks at his sources, decides
whether they are true or false and then correlates the best of
them into a coherent plcture of the past. His history is limited
to his evidence and cannot question or go beyond that evidence.
The scientific historian considers evidence not only in a cri-
tical way btut also in a constructive way. The constructive use
of evidence consists in interpolating implied statements of
Sources between those that have been substantially proved, in
order to allow me to meke an imaginative (not imaginary) recon~

8truction of the past. Like the reconstruction of the detective,

e

491bid., pp. 240-281.
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this picture is velid in so far as it erplaing and justifies

the facts.

The problem of truth in history. The use of evidence, which we

have just described, raises the further guestion of truth in
history. How do we Jjudge what the sclientific historian does

with his evidence in reconstructing the nast to be true or false?
The question here is not over the truth of this or that parti-
cular fact, but rather scepticism about whether we can ever reach
truth or state fact precisely.

If we take up the activity of interpolation just des-
ceribed above, the aguestion arises as to how this imaginative
reconstruction of the nast which I have made is verified. Ver-
ification distinguishes my reconstruction from sheer fantasy.

There are several aspects to be verified. Filrst, I
must verify the evidence which I havren to be usineg for my ims-
ginative reconstmictlon of the past, say, for erxample, an eyve-
witness account to a particular avent I am interested in. I
may ask the question: Can T »ut thig man's stntements into n
eoherent picture? If I canmnt, than I have grounds for ques-
tioning this particular source. Tven if this man's statements
do pass this test, they must further harmonize with my other
evidence.

Secondly, I mst verify the inferences which I myself
have mage fronm accepted evidence. 1 or someone else may check

on the lorie or gsoundness of these inferences in terms of their
\
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relation to the known facts. However if the historian goes about
his work of inference carefully, there is little dangzer that his
inaginative reconstructions will resemble those of a novelist
rather than an historiasn:

The nistorian's picture of his subject, whether that
subject be 2 sequence of events or a past stats of things,
thusg appears as a web of imaginative construction stretched
between certain fixed points provided by the statements of
hles authorities; and if these points are frequent enocugh
and the threads spun from each to the next are constructed
with due care, always by the 2 priori imaginstion and never
by a merely arbitrery fanoy, the whole picture is constant-
ly verified by appeal to these data, and runs 1little risk
of losing touch with the reality which it represents. . . .
The hero of a detective novel is thinking exactly like an
historian when, from indlcations of the most varied kinds,
he constructs an 1mag1n%ry plcture of how a crime was
comreitted, and by whom, o'

Ultimetely the truth of ny reconstruction depends on

two fectors. The {irst factor is the evidence available. "Truth
has no meaning for the histerien unless it means "what the pre-
sent evidence obliges us to believe.”

The second factor is the historian functioning as an
historian. The historian must bring out of himself the proolens
vhose solution he desires to find and he must construct ithe clues
with which he is to approach his naterial. This subjective ele-
Bent iz an essentiel factor of all historical knowledge.5l

Any discusslion of the problem of truth in history even-

tually reduces itself to the most difficult element of the

[ —
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problem, reapect for the judgment and autonomy of the historian
himself. Collingwood felt that first of all a man must learn
to think and judge historically by practice as an hlstorian.
4s his historiocal work devnlepé he becomes more aware of his
autonomy. The historian's criterion of judgment is somathing
whioh he brings with him to the study of the evidence., That
something is Nimselfy not gua scientist but gus historian. By
practising historiocal thought he learns to think historically.
Experience of historical thinking provides his oriterions of
judgment and these oriteria grow in maturity with every growth
of historical knowledge. "History is 1ts own oriterions it
does not depend for 1ts validity on somethlng outside itself.
It is an autonomous form of thought with its own prineiples
and its own methods,"52

In general, historians fail to percelive the momentous
sonsequencas of what they are doing. By explicitly reecognizing
what they are doing, historians oould possibly bring about what
we might call a Copernican revolubion in the theory of history:
the disocovery that the historian does not rely on authority
other than himself to whose statements his thought must oonform,
but rather he is his own autharity.

The clearest demonstration of the historian's autonomy
18 provided by historiocal oriticisu. The historian's autonomy

52&&&, ppo 139"‘}.%0
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is here manifest in its most naked form, since it 1ls here evl-
dent that somehow, in virtue of his activity as an hlstorlan,
he has power to reject something explicitly told him by his
authorities and to substitute a conclusion of hls own. If that
is possible, the criterion of historical truth cannot be the
fact that a statement is made by an authority. BHather it 1ls the
truthfulness and the information of the authority that are in
questioni and this question is one the historlian must answer
for himself, on his own authcrity.SB

When the historian re-thinks a past thought, it is at
this moment that he passes judgment on the truth or falsity of
history. When the historian re-enacts past thought in the con-
text of hls own knowledge, he, at the same time, criticizes it,
forms his own Judgment of its value, corrects whatever errors
he can discern in it. This coriticism of the thought whose his-
tory he traces is not secondary to tracing the history of 1lt.
It is an indispensable condition of the historical knowledge
itself, Nothing could be more misunderstood concerning the
history of thought than to suppose that the historian as such
merely ascertains what someone in the past has thought, leaving
it to someone else to decide whether what this person in the
pPast thought was true or not. "All thinking is critical think-
ing% the thought whioh re-enacts past thoughts, therefore,

S E—
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criticlzes them in re-enacting them.“S“

As early as 1925 Collingwood denied that insistence on
the sutonomy of the historian would mean o conmnltment to subw
Jectivism and historical scepticism. The denial implies the
abllity to judgze the historisn and his work from a higher view-
points:

Each historlan sees history from his own center, at
an angle of his own; and therefore he sees some problems
which no other sees, and sees every problem from a point
of view, and therefore under an aspect, peculiar to hinm-
self. No one historian, therefore can see more than one
aspect of the truthj and even an infinity of historians
must always leave an infinity of aspsots unseen. Histor-
l1cal study 1s therefore inexhaustible; even the study of
a qulte small historical field nmust necessarily take new
shape in the hands of every new student.

This, we may observe, is not subjective ldealisn, un-
less 1t is subjective idealism to maintailn that a hundred
people looking at the same tree all see different aspects
of 1t, each seeing something hidden from the rest. The
more thelr perception is an intelligent perception, ime
pregnated with thought, the more nearly true it will be to
say that each sees what the others see, and that all see
not merely an apparent tree but the real tree; but they
can never detach themselves from the distinet starting-
points at which they took up the process of peroeiving.55

The historian even establishes the "facts" of history.
For what modern historians have realized is that historical
facts are not "glven" to the historians but must be established
by them. In history, the word "fact" does not have the common

Sense meaning we are familiar with., The fact that in the second

[ ———
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gentury the lesions began to be recruited wholly outside Italy
13 not something immediately given. The fact is arrived at
only inferentizlly by a process of interpreting data according
to 2 complicated system of historical rules and assumptions.56

The objective truth of history is 2lunys open to further
modification depending on the abllity of some future historlan
and the acquisition of new dats, WNo fect is ever wholly ascer-
teined, but may he progressively ascertained; as the labor of
histoxrians goes Torward, they lmow more and more about the facts,
and reject with greater and zreabter confidence o number of mls-
taken aceounts of them. But no historical statement ever ex-
presses the complete truth about any single fact.2?

The ultimate moal of history is human self-lmowledre. The last
question which Collinrwood mas to ask himself about history was:

In the last analysis, whet is history for? This is not a ques-
tion about the object or zoal of historical ingmiry, but rather
about the purpose or zoal of historical thinking as such.

The answer proposed ls that history is the very life of
our mind "which iz not nmind except so far as it both lives in
historical process and knows itself as so 11v1ng.“58 Therefore
history is “for" human self-knowledge. It is generally thought

to be of importance that man kmow himself. e mean here not just

——
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knowing his merely personal peculliarities, the things that dis-~
tinguish him from other men, but his mature 2 man. This means
knowing "first, what it is to be & man; sccondly, knowing what
it is to be the zind of man you are; and thirdly, knoving what
it is to bLe the man YUU are and nobody else 15.%5% it means
nowing what you can doj; and because no one knows what he can do
until he tries, the onmly clue to what man can do is what man
has done., The value of history is that it tecches us what man
1s by showing us what he has done.

This same notion 1s re~stated by Collingwood in terms of
the goal of historiecal inquiry, the re-thinking of past thoughts.
If what the historian knows by a process of re-thinking is past
thougnts, it follows that, in knowing what somebody else thought,
he lmows what he himself is able to think. Finding out what he
is able to do is finding out what kind of man he is. If he is
able to understand the thoughts of a great many different people,
it follows that he must be 2 great many different kinds of man.
"He must be, in fact, a microcosm of all the history he can
now. Thus his own self-inowledge is at the same time his
knowledge of the world of human affalrs."ée

fan 1s the product of his past. History can bestow

upon man an eye for his situation in the present. It can provide

—
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an exact knowledge of the range of past responses to a profuse
variety of situations end thus provide him with an intelligent

guide to the determination of the kind of man he will make hlm-

gelf to be:

The body of human thought or mental activity is a
corporate possession, and almo#t all the operatlons
which our minds perform are operations which we learned
to perform from others who have performed them already.
9ince mind is what 1t does, and human nature, if it 1s a
name for anything real, is only a name for human activities,
this acquisition of ability to perform detemlinate oper-
ations is the acquisition of a determinate human nature.
Thus the historical process is a process in which man
oereates for himself this or that kind of human nature by
re-oreating Ain hic owm thought the past to whlch he is
helr., By historieal thinking, the mind whose self
xmowledge i3 history, not only discovers within itself
those powers of which historvical thought reveals the po-
session, but setually develops those powers from a latent
to an actual state, brings theum into effective existence.5l

For Collingwood, human nature is historical aotlvity

and is what distingulshes man from all other beings. "The idea
that man, apart from his self-conscious historical life is dif-
ferent from the rest of creation in being, a rational animal,

is a mere superstition,"6?

This completes Collingwood's analysis of historigal

thought. He has considered the object of history, past human
actions, and re~defined it in tems of the possibllity of oW
ing it, namely, by re-thinking the past thoughts of hiastorieal

61collingwood, Idea of History, p. 226.
621p1d., p. 227.
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persons manifested in exterior actions. 3ince the re-thinking of
past thoughts ig still part of the goal of historical inquiry,
he further explained the use of evidence, by which the past is
made present. Evidence is the means to our goal. It is by put-
ting evidence to the torture, by using it as a point of inference
and by using it to judee my imaginative reconstructions of the
past that I am ultimately able to re-think past thoughts, and
in the process of re-thinking them, Judge them. By carrying
on historical thinking, I acquire self-knowledge in terms of the
nogsibilities and limitations of man (and therefore myself) as
manifest in history.

A final definition of history. As Collingwood analyzed it, we

could finally define history as "a sclence or an answering of quesL
tlons; concerning human actions in the past; pursued by interpre-
tation of evidence; for the sake of human self—knowledge."63
The four nmajor characteristics of history are that 1t is:
(a) selentific, or begins by asking questions, whereas the
writer of legends begins by knowing something and tells what
he knows; (b% humanistic, or asks questions about things don&
by men at determinate times in the past; (¢) rational, or
bases the answers which it gives to its question on grounds,
namely appeal to evidence; (d) self-revelatory, or exists in
order to tell man what man is by telling what man has done.b6l
Having completed our investigation of Collingwood's phile
08ophy of history, it remains for us in the next chapter to trace

briefly its relationship to the other branches of philosophy.

e
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CHAPTER IXIX

COLLINGWOOD'S CONCEPTION OF THE RELATION
OF PHILOSOPHY AND HISTORY

turpose of chapter. As we have seen, Collingwood was both a dis-
tinguished historian and a gifted philosopher. In his works he
covered many of the chief areas of knowledge: history and archae-
ology, the philosophy of art, cosmology and the philosophy of
science, the philosophy of history, philosophlcal method, and
even recent polities. Bul diverse as his activity was, it had
a clearly marked unity which he indicated in his Autoblography.
"My life's work hitherto, as seen from my fiftieth year, has been
in the main an attempt to bring about a rapprochement between
philosophy and history."l This zoal was set by Collingwood be-
cause as both philosopher and historian, he saw that philosophers
dld not recognize the wvalue and worth of historical knowledge.

This chapter will be attempting what Collingwood himself
Proposed but never formally did. Collingwood worked out, in the
Idea of History, a philosophy of higtory, an inguiry into the
nature of historical knowledze. But he left undone the work of
Telating that inguiry to the other departments of phllosovhy

[ —

icollingweod, Autoblozravhy, p. 77,

70




71
and to other studies and activities. The goal of this chapter
1s to make explicit the relationship of philosophy and hlstory
as seen ln Collingwood's works. hen we understand his ultinate
conception of this relatlonship, we will understand why any
further inquiry into the relationship of philosophy of history
to other departments of knowledge was considered unnecessary.
Speculum Mentls.? This work of Collinzwood,

iy
o

Zarl

posltion:

written in 1924, is basically an epistemological inguiry. He
described it himself as "a critical review of the chief forms
of human experience.“3 Therefore the work is lnvolved with the
different forms of Imowledge which correspond to the different
forms of human experience. The investigation begins with three
basic assumptions: first, that the five basic forms of hunman
experlience which man has discovered are art, religion, sclence,
history, and philosophy; secondly, that these forms are experi~
enced not as mere abstractions but as a concrete form of exper-
lence in which the whole person is engaged; thirdly, that be-
cause each 1s a concrete form of experience, there is in some
Sense a kind of knowledge, a specific activity of the cognitive
faculty, involved in each experience.g

Having made these assumptions, we can then state the

3. G. Collingwood, Speculum Mentis (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1924).

3......;...3:13 d., . 9.
l:,I_..é.b d., p. 39.
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questlon or problem that Collingwood hoped to solve. We have
five forms of knowledge and each claims to give us the truth
about the nature of reality. Does one or the other form of
knowledge give us the whole and absolute truth about reality
or do they all share in truth? If they share in giving us the
truth, does any one form give us more truth than any other?

To answer these questions, we must construct a test of
the true form of knowledge. The test is that of self-consistency
Thls test 1s applied by using each form of cognition, by thinking
historically, philosophically, or religiously and then showing
the necessary inconsistency of the form being criticized. The
thinker must show the form of knowledge demolishing itself
through the working of its own inconsistencies. This procedure
led €ollingwood to work out what he called his "map of knowiedge™
on which the various forms of knowledge are shown to be related
in a hlerarchical relationship. His map of knowledge

1s to be a statement of the essential nature or structure
of each sucecessive form of experience, based on actual
knowledge of that form from within, and concentrated upon
the search for incongistencies, Tifts which when we come
to put a strain on the fabric will widen and deepen and
ultimately destroy it.>

The mep or knowledge. The life of reascn is found first to

develop in the aesthetic consciousness. Art is the First and

nost elementary form of knowledsze. It is primarily concerned

—
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with the use of imagination, and as such is not concerned with
the truth or falsity of things. It does not assert reality of
its object. But it can and does express in its various forms,
profound and ultimate truth and yet because at the same time it
functions primarily in the imagination, it provides no means, in
itself, for judging the merits of this or that particular work.

To overcome this failure, to be able to judge truth, we
must lntroduce a loglical element into it. There must be an
assertion, without full reflection, that what is essentially
imaginative is true. This is religion in its most primitive
form as 1t springs from the error in art. Religion is the dog-
matic assertion of truth, of reality. It is a fuller form of
knowledge because it claims to be true. it is dogmatic because
1t refuses to argue. Religion is still artistic in that it is
essentially imaginative and is interested in the pursuit of
beauty, but 1s more like full knowledge of reality because it is
interested in the beauty of conduct and revealed truth. The
maln error in religious thought is this: it faills to assert
the distinction between its mythological gymbols and what is
symbolized. This preblemvié illustrated when we teach the child
about God the Father. We say "God is your Father and He dwells
Up there in heaven.” If we told the child, "Well God is not
Teally your father and He really doesn't live in the sky," if

W& separated the meanins of God from the words used to symbolize

Hm, there would be no intelligibility left of God for the child.
p S
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Therefore, the knowledge of God must grow on this lmaginative
gseaffold where symbol and what is symbolized 1is left undistine-
gulished. This is the baslec error of religion.

Science overcomes this error by the use of abstraction
which enables it to divorce the symbol from what 1s symbolized,
The use of abstraction, in effect, tends to split reality into
two parts; the mind or thought and the external world., The ne#
abstract symbolism of asclence becomes mathematics. Thls leads
to a new difficulty and erroxr of thought. #Mathematics, starting
from unproved assertions, views the world gub gspecls guantitatis
which leads to a materialistic view of all reality. The abstract
synbolism of science tends to be given an existence of 1ts own
and is imposed on the world.

This error 1s, in turn, corrected to some degree by his-
tory. Hlstory, in the practice of historical method, reallzes
that the abstract must always rest upon the concrete, that the
Toundation of all speculation is the concrete fact. However
the historian does not altogether escape the tyranny of abe
straction, for he still retalns the notion of the zeparation of
his mind and thoughts frow the world. Heality is regarded as
fomethins wholly external to himself. e looks at history as
8omething wholly outside nimself. There is, therefore, the need

of philosophic thinking to overcome this final contradiction and

error of “nawledgze,

kL

rhllosophy is the process of bridging the separation
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bstween subject and object. A philosopher really is an his-
torian who realizes he 1s part of the process he is studying.

He converts historical thinking into self-imowledge. Basically,
philosophy is reflection on all forms of knowledge, realizing
that no one form of erxperience is all experience and never se-
rarating the knower and the aet of knowing from the thing known.

we have glven thls brief summary of Speculunm Mentis in

order to 1llustrate Collingwood's early views on the relation of
history and philosophy. What can we now say about this rela-
tionship as At is viewed by @ollincwood in 192472

Flrst, we should note that philosophy and history,
though closely related, are considered to be distinct. History,
though not the whole of the imowledge of reality, is still re-
rarded as the highest form, more free from error than any other.
thilesophy is ebove all forms of knowledge and a distinctly
different operation of the mind. For it reflects on all other
forms of ¥mowing and integrates them into & full picture of
reality. FPhilosophy iz formal self-inowledge, the ultimate end
of all operations of knawing.s

Though distinet, philosophy and history are closely
relate? for philosophy is only one brief step beyond historicsl

——
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knowledge.’! By reflection philosophy integrates the kmower and
the thing known and helpsz the knower to lknow himself as part of
the total reality dmown. This 13 Just one brief step beyond
historical Imowledge which oconsiders history as knowledge of an
objective world and does not consider the historian himself as
part of the process.

Secondly, we may observe that Collingwood considers the
methed of philosophy to be historical. This ean be observed
in his very definition of & philosopher as "an historian who
realizes he is part of the process he is stuﬂying."a

Thirdly, if we examine the procedure used in this book,
we see a further indisation of the identification of progress
in knowledge with historical progress. In the development of
Collingwood's theme, the aesthetic mode of knowing ecorresponds
with the primitive ages of man, the religious form of knowledge
with the rise of Christianity and the Middle Ages, the scien~
tific mode of knowing with the rise of sclience in modern times,
and the historical mode of Imowing with the short jJjump to phile
ogophy as the ultimate development of mind, to be popularized
by Collingwood himself, We see, then, that Collingwood at a

71bid., p. 246, "Though, in the transition from his-
tory to philosophy, history ss such is destroyed, the transition
i3 so brief and so inevitable that much belonging to the histore
;g:%agrgme of mind is taken over almost unchanged by the philoso-

81pid., p. 246.
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very early age in his development regarded both history and
rhilogophy very hichly, tat had not yet fully reflactea upon
and articulated theilr relationship with its impllications.

ollingwood's "second platesu®. What we call the "second pla-

teau® in Collingwood's development, refers to three of his works,
composed, for the most part, between 1933 and 1936: Essay on
Philoscphigal Method (1933); Idea of ra (1934)3 Iden of
History (1936). Professor T. M. Knox has called these works the

most successful attempt of Collingwood in bringing about hla

zapprochenent of philosophy emd history.’
Egsay en Philagophieal Method (1933). Professor Knox has de--

soribed this book as a "philoscphic landmark® because it both |
argued for and gave exanples of men's inteffusion of yhxlasoyhlw
cal and historicel thinking.l0 In this book Collingwood argued
that the subject matter of philesophy resembles histoxry rather
than nature éng thgrnfare rhilesophical method must be cone
structed aocarélngly. This does not mean that Gollingwood now
identifies history and philosophy because he thifiks that they
have identlcal methods. That he did not think this way can
be shown.

In the opening pages of the book, Collingwood makes it

J¢ollingwood, gistoyy, Pp. vii-viii,

10ug, G, Collingwood®", Ep
XXIX (1943}, p. &7,
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clear that theories of science or of history, reflections on
their methods, are not parts of secience or history but rather
of philosophy.ll 3Such formulations would come as a result of
an eplstemological investigation.

That historical and philosophical method are not iden-
tical 1s evident from the fact that as thought, philosophy is
actually more like science in that it is concerned with the uni-
versal, not the concerete particular. It is concerned with truth
ag such, or the universal principles of art or historical method.
This universality is seen in the very subject matter of philoso~
phy whlch 1s being oconsidered as one, true, and good. Being,
as good, would manifest ltself in various forms of goodness on
a scale of forms running from the lower to the higher form,
These scales of forms of goodness or unity etc. are so related
that the higher good or unity is not only better or more unified
than the lower but also includes i1t.12 Therefore 1t is clear
from both what the phllosopher is doing and the subject he deals
with that history and philosophy are not identified.

But as in his previous work, Collingwood saw very im-
portant conneotions between the two disciplines. In this par-

ticular book, Collingwood emphasizes two of these connections.

——
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Filrst of all, let us consider that philosophy deals
with being. But beins is only found by reflection on experience.
This experience is of a special kind, not percentual experience
but the experilence of one who thinks.l3 wNow a rhilcsspher who
reflects on some speclal fileld of knowledge such as polities or
natural sclence is not himself 2 natural seientist or politician,
Therefore in so far as he does think sclentifically or politi-
cally, his knowledge is largely historical; a re-thinking of
the thoughts of other men.lh Wevcan say that the experiential
basis for the study of being involves historical thought.

The second relation between history and philosovhy is
that a history of philosophy and my own philosophical system
ought to largely coincide. For each new philosopvhic system be-
gins where 1tz predecessors left off, and thus in essence, sums
up the previous history of philosophy.

A new philosophic system is necessitated because a pre-
vious one has been found in error in so far as the old systenm
has not identified or solved all the problems to which its exig-
tence gave rise or to which further philosophical thinkine will
give rise. Nonetheless, the old system was a step forward in

80 far as it solved the problems at hand that i1t was meant to

——
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solve,15

4 Turther concluszion folleowing from the above conception
of rhilosophy in historical evolution is that higher fomms of
philozophy are developed later in time than the lower. For it
ig the lcwer forms of philosophy that set up the problems that
the higher onez solve. e should be careful not to conclude
from this that a sinmple narrative of which philosophical system
hoppened to {ollow the other iz the sane as 2 criticzl account
of which prhilosophical systems are gemiine developments in phile
osophical thinking. Thiz ability to criticize in terms of a
true or false system is what still enables Collingwood to dis-
tingulsh historical and philosophical thinking in this area.

The distinction between history and a eritlical philo-
sophic system is mainteained even though Collingwood goes rmuch
further in relating them than nmost of his contenporaries would
have., He believed that one philosophic system could certainly
be nearer the truth than another.l® He believed 1t was both
valid and pertinent to zsk which of two phileosovhic systems is
true. And to ask "Is this or thal systen true or false?" 1s a
Philosophical, not an historical gquestion. “hilosorhy is "a

distinet and lLiving form of thought,” not "an appendage of

[—
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natural science or a part of history."17

Idea of Iistory (1926). 1In this hook, Collincveod continmies to

maintain 2 distinction between history and philocophy. The
philosopher can consider the poetie relation between the histor.
fan and his objeet of knowledre. Collincwood distincuiches bee
tween thouzht about the past (history) snd the aworeness of and
rellection upon the thourht nrocess involved in historical thinke
ing (philosophy of history). The historisn of astrorony, for
exanple, would investizate the conclusions that past sstronomers
have arrived at and also show how they haprencd to srrive at
these narticular conelusions. Put the philosovher would talze
up the Investigetlion of the truth of these conclusione and the
gouniness of the methods of investiration in this porticuler
gelence., The objJect of the historian 1g to discover and exnlein
pvast sotions. If he takes the further step of reflecting upon
historiecal umethod and detevnlining what method ought to be used
by 2ll good historians, he beecones a philszophar,ig

In his study of history, Collingwnod siill affirmed
that there i3 such a thing as truth, uaderstond as a roality

that transcends any single hisbtorical neriod and which enables

l?Ib;d., De 5.
1830111ngw00&, Ides of History, p. xviii; pp. 3-4,
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a nan today to judge an‘hlatarical action az right or wrong, good
or evil.19 To pmss judgment on historieal astion in this way is
not the main Munction of the historian and it has traditionally
been the object of study by the philosopher. A philosopher then,
accoxrding to ﬁollingwaod's prineiples, 1s able to go beyond the
work of the historian besause he can investigate factors in hu-
man 1ife which transcend the particularities of any historioesl
period.
Idea of Nature (1934). This book shows how philosophical questiong
can be 1lluninated and solved by an historical approach. When
Collingwood was 4n the process of publishing the Essay on Philoe
sovhical Method, he remarked to o friend that he intended to apply
the philesophiocal nmathod evolved in that book to a problem which
had never been solved, that iz, to the philosophy of nsture.20

This book, then, proceads with an historical amalysls
of past thought on nature, dlviding the development of cosmology
(the relations of seience and philesophy) into three periods.
Paxrt I consiztad in the Gresk cosmology as exenplified By the
Ionjans, Pythagoreans, and Aristotle; part II gives the Renalse.
sance view of nature; part III, the modern view.
| Accoxding to the philosophiecal method elaborated by
Sollingwood, what was to follow wasg his own view of cosmology,

191v44., p. 225.

20g, G. Collingwood, Jdes of Nature (Oxford: Clarendon
Presa, 1945), p. v.




83
having prevared the ground for it by a thorough analysls of past

considerations on nature. T. M. Knox assures us that "from \eust
1933 to Sentember 1934 he was working intensively at this sube
Ject, studyine the history of both natural selence and cosmolo-
gleal speculation, and elaborating a cosmology of his nwn."21

However the cosmolocy of Collinewood which was develoned
in 1933, presented in lectures given durines 1934 and arain in
1937 was drovped during a drastic revision of his notes while pre-
parinz them for publication in September of 1939. At this time
a short note or conclusion was substituted for the deseription
of his own cosmological svstem., The nnts was considered to he
both a warnine and a question. A warninz that the end of an hige
torleal mummary of thourht about mature is nnt a conelusion hut
a herinning. Historteally gpeaking, there is no indicetion that
thourht about nature had reashed any conclusions in absolute
truth., The ousstion rajsed hy his historieal study was Simply
this: Where do we go from here?

Collinrwood then takes it upon hinmself to suggast the
direction in which wa shonld edvance. Wae mist realize that
natural seience is not, as modern nositivists have thought, the
only department nf humen thourht which indulges in a fruitrul
fearch for truth. Horeover, 1t is not even a self-contalned and

Self-sufficient form of thought, but depends lor its existence
—————

217, . Knox, “"Editor‘'s Preface," in Collingwood, Idea
%3 p' Ve

e —
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on some other distinct and irreducible thought form. Further
genarching must determine what this thought form 1is and then talke
it into consideration in tryine to determine what nature is.

This other thought form which gcrounds thinking about
nature is history. There follows an account of the similarities
between natural science and history. There are selentifie facts
which are events in the world of nature just as there are histor-
1cal facts in the world of human activity. There is a process
of verification of facts similar to historieal verification, Obe
servations about facts of nature must be recorded and interpreted
as in history. Thus sclentifiec facts are a clacs of historiecal
facts and no one can understand what a sclentific fact iz unless
he understeonds enoush sbout the theory of history to know what
an historical fact is.

This can be said about theory. Seclentific theory rests
on certain historiecal facts and is verified or disnroved hy other
historical facts. Any investigation of past theories and their
subsequent interpretation involves us in historical research:

I conclude that natural secience as a form of thought
exists and always has existed in & conbext of history, and
depends on historical thought for its existence. From this
I venture to infer that 1o one can understand natural
sclence unless he understands history: and that no one can
answer the question what nature is unless he knows what
history 12, This ic a question which Alexander and "hite.
head have not asked. And that is why I answer the question,

" 5 Fa ~
Yhere 4c we po from hern?® by neyivg, ™o oo from the idea

of nature to the idea of history.#22

221p14d., p. 177.
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We can note here a transition in the thought of Celling-
wood about his oconception of the relation of history and philoso-
phy. The suppression of his own peraonal cosmology which was to
form the conclusion to the historiecal study we find in the Jdea
of Nature indicates a break with his previous clear position on
this relationship. He substituted for a personal cosmology a
conolusion designed to further heighten the value and position
of history in human thought, History is now asserted to be not
only of value in itself as an autonomous branch of knowledge, but
also to be at the very root of secientific thought. History has
now besn readied to move in and solve many of Collingwoed's phil-
osophical problems in a mammer more radical than he had ever pre-

viously suggested.

In Collingwood's latest writings, Auto.
58 (1939)s we have his

shapter, regarding the relation of history to other studies and
activities, and more particularly to philosophy. 1In these works
Collingwood advocates the view that all knowledge (including soi-
entific knowledge in the narrow sense) has an historical basis.
Unfortunately Collingwood falls into gross historicism and the
same error of which he was constantly acousing the positiviats,
For his exelusive reliance on history as the only wvalid form of
knowledge 13 the exact counterpart of the positivist reliance

on natural science and acientific knowledge. Our examination of




86
Collingwood's thought in these books, wlll show that he fosters
in his own thought the irrationalism end scepticlsm of which he
acocused all who dld not accept history as true knowledge. For
Collingwood excluded from his own system any inquiry which would
Justify the existence of knowledge itself.

What led Collingwood to the drastic revision of hils views
on philosophy and history was hls study of A. J. Ayer's lLansuace,
Truth and Logic, first published in 1936. He came to the conclu-
sion, with Ayer, that the propositions of traditional metaphysices
are unverifiable.

Such conclusions were in the back of Collingwood's mind
as he prepared his Metaphysics. In the first chapter of the first
part of this book, he announces the chief intention of his work:

A great deal of work has been done 1n metaphysics since
the time when Aristotle created it; but this work has never
involved & radical reconsideration of the question what
metaphysics is. « « « On that question Aristotle bequeathed
to his successors a pronouncement contalning certain ob-
scurities; and from his time to our own these obscurities
have never been cleared up. To clear them up is the task
of the present essay.<3

What is the malin problem with traditional metaphysics?
The main problem is that it has as its object of investigation
"being," which means that it has nothing to investigate. Colling-
Wood's problem with this oblect of metaphysics is that it is

formeqd, by a process of abstraction. He argues that, 1f sclence

—

23R, G. Collingwood, Metaphysics, (Cxford: Clarendon
PTQSs, 1940), p. 5. ’ ’
———
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requires a definite subject matter, the abstraction necessary
in forming universals can only be carried so far. He concludes:
"The universal of pure being represents the limiting case of the
abstractive process . . . . To push abstraction to the limiting
case is to take out everything; and when everything is taken out
there i3 nothing for science to 1nvest1gate."2a Thus, 1f the
concept of belns as being is to be formed by abstraction, there
can be no seience of pure being; and metaphysiocs must either fold
its tent and silently steal away, or it must find a new object.

However, Collingwood, not being able to convince himself
that all past metaphysical speculation was in vain, did not aban-
don metaphysics. He gave it new subject matter. The subject
matter of metaphysics becomes what A. J. Ayer called "unverifiable
propositions® and what Collingwood came to call "absolute pre-
suppositions.*”

Hetaphysics is the science of absolute presuppositions.
The problem raised by Ayer is skirted for, because we are dealing
with presuppositions, we are no longer concerned with the truth
and falsity of these presuppositions. The absolute truth or
falsity of a presupposition apart from its historical context, is
not a part of metaphysical inquiry.

detaphysics does not, in a futile manner, seek to tran-

Scend the limits of experience. Primarily it is an inauiry into

St

2Mpag., p. 1k
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what peovle believed, at some particular historical period, atout
the world's general nature. OSuch beliefs are the presupvositions
of 2ll thelr physics, that is, thelr ingquiry into the details of
the world. Jecondarily, metaphysles seeks to discover the cor-
responding presuppositions of other peoples and other tinmes in
order to follow the historical process by which one set of pre-
suppesitions has turned into another,?5

Collingwood's attention was drawn to absolute presuppo-
sitlons by his insight into the question-answer dlalosue de-
seribed eariler in this paper. Collingwood found that all pro-
positlions are answers to particular questions. Actually, to ask
vhether somethirns iz true or false only males sense in thiszs cone
text. To be true or false can only mean to ask whether this pare
ticular statement does or does not answer the question it was
meant to snswer. Therefore truth or falsity does not belong to
thig or that propositlion in isolation, but rather to the question-
answer complex as & whole.,20

Any gilven question involves a presupposition from which
it directly arises. For example, if I ask "Have you stopped
beating your wife?", such a question would never be asked unless
I presuppose that in fact you have for some time in the past been

doing just that.27?

[ —

25col14nawood, Autoblography, pp. 65-66.

Qéibid., pp. 38-39,

2
— ?Collingwood, Metavhysics, pp. 25.26.
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Most nresuppositions are relative nresuppositions, that
tz, they are really answers to previous guestions. However at
the base of the aquestion-answer complex, there are what we call
absolute presuppositions. These never come as sngwers to a pre-
vious cuestion but must be a presupposition of 2ll relevant ques-
tlons in 2 certaln avea of thought, For example, an absolute
nresunpnsition of medleine would be: every disease has a cause.
This is ebsnlutely presuppnsed by the doctor in probing any pare
ticular disease and tests the relevance of sny questions he may
nrovose to himself in the course of his investization. It fol-
lows that because these presuppositlons are not answers to ques-
tions, the nroblem of thelr truth or falsity never arises.zs
Theze absolute vresuppositions are the subject matter of nmeta-
mhysies,

If the function of metavhysics is the ingulry into ab-
solute presupovositions, then the metaphysician is really an hise
torian who inguires into the abgolute osresuonositions of varlous
areng of thouzht at various times. It is the business of neta-
Physics to diseover throuch analysis what absolute Presupposi-
tioms are beins made in the thinkine of a glven society and then,
not to jJustify them, but to describe them Soientifically.29

Hletaphysics is an historical sclence; for, Collinzwood

3

“Ibid., p. 33.
Z9Toad., po. 47-43.

o




90
argues, "The question what presuppositions underlie the ‘physics’
or natural solence of a certain psople at a certain time 1s as
purely historiocal a qﬁest&on ag what kind of olothes they wear,"30
The method of metaphysioes, then, is to be historieal method as it
is commonly understood at present. Further, the propositions of
metaphysics are to be historieal propositions, that:is, each meta.
physical prapaaieion is to be formed of an absolute presupposition
prefixed by what Collingwood salls the “metaphysicsl rubric®; "In
gsuch and sush a phase of solentifioc thought it is (or was; abe
solutely presupposed that . . ."31 The metaphysioian, having
discovered and stated the absolute presuppositions of a given
phase of solentifie thought, must then examine the relations
exiasting among these presuppositions. These presuppositions, sinog
thay are absolute, must be independent of each other; for a pre-
supposition that could be deduced from some other presupposition
wéﬁld by that very fact cease to be an absolute presupposition.
But, though not deducible from ons another, the absolute pre-
suppositions of a given period must be consupponible, a term which
Collingwood explains thus: *It must be loglocally possible for a
person who sSupposes aAny one ar'thﬁm to suppose conourrently all
the rest."32 The metaphysiocian, then, may examine the absolute

30¢0114ngwood, Autoblozrar
31collingwood, Metaphysiee, P. 55.
321md., p. 66.
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presuppositions of any peried of sclentific thought, he may come
pare these presuppositions, he may study the brocess by which one
set of presuppositions ohanges into another; bBut he may not ela-
borate metaphysical systems, nor may he attach himselfl to a netaw
physiocal school, for to do this 1g to ignore the historical chare
acter of metaphysles.33

The point has now been reached where a radical histor.
foism is substituted for metaphysics oy any other pursuit of
ultimate truth. Hetaphysloesl presuppositions ars no longer true
or false according to thelr intermal logic but depend for their
truth or falsity upon their historiecal context only.

The problems of philosophy are then in no sense "eternal”
or "peremnial*.?*® For Collingwood now expliocitly claims that
*history is the only kind of knawledge.”35 This identification
means that we can ask only one question, say, about Plato's
phllosophy and his explanmation of goodneas; "Jhat was Plato's
eonceptlion of goodness?" We may not ask "What 1s goodness?®
because such a questlon is not eoncrete and presupposes aome ab-
solute criterion of truth which does not exlst. Obviously we
may not ask "Is Plato's concept of goodness true or false?",

331m4., pp. 66-77.
Mgo114ngwood, sutoblography, p. 69.
35¢o114ngwood, Idea




92
since we can in no way transcend our historical condition.36 1If
we should answer the questlon, "What did Plate think?”, the fure
ther question of whether it wes true or not is answered. ihat
Plato thought, is true in 80 far es At answered the question Plato
set out to answer.

What we have sald here about the purely historieal chare
acter of metaphysies applies also to every other area of thought.
Logic iz only an atbvempt to expound the prineiples of what, in
the logiocian's historical period passed for valid thought. Ethle
cal theories differ, it 1z true, but we cannot declare any single
one true or any wrong. For such theories are simply attempts to
state what lkind of 1life a partioulayr individual oonsiders worth
rining for. Natursl sciense 1s not absorbed into history as
philosophy 1s, but neither can it be considered lknowledge. For
sclense starts from certain presuppositions and thinks out their
consequencess but since the presuppositions of science are nelther
true nor false, thinking about them together with their oconsew
quencee oan be nelther knowledge or error.>’

Since philoszophieal and historical questions are now one
and the same, sceptliolsm about truth must be pradlaatgd of hige

torical knowledge itself. Here sgain we cammot come up with any

36;b;d., p. ix.
37104d., pp. x1i-xid,
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eritical standards of right and wronz, true or false which tran-
scend a particular historical period:

St Aumustine looked at Roman history from the point

of view of an early €hristian; Tillemont, from that of
a seventeenth-century Frenchman; Gibbon, from that of an
eighteenth-century Englishman; Mommsen, from that of a
nineteenth-century German. There is no point in asking
which was the right point of view. E%ch wag the only one
possible for the man who adopted it.3
We should note that 1f we ¢annot ask whether a past thinker is
right or wrong, we have not brought about a rapprochement between
history and philosophy but have eliminated the phillosophical
question altogether.

Having reduced all knowledge to historical knowledge,
Collingwood was faced with a problem which he could not solve.
If history is the only Xkind of knowledge, how does 1t Justify
1tself as such? Collingwood ig forced into the contradiction of
attempting to Justify history on non-historical grounds., For
Collingwood the subject matter of history is the conerete. 7
But the presuppositions of history, of metaphysics, and of any
other fleld of inquiry in so far as they are historical seiences,
are not concrete and therefore cannot fall within the competence
of history; and therefore history, the only form of knowledge,

mist base itself on what is not lkmowledge. For example, Colling-

BIpid., p. xii.
39Ibid., p. 23k,




94
wood's own arguments to establish the historieal character of
metaphysies as 2 science of absolute presuppositions are not them.
selves historical and therefore are not knowledge. On this point,
T. M. Knox comments thus:

The Ess Metaphysics professes not to expound the
author's own aphyalcs deas, but to explain what meta.
physliocs is and "has always been”. If so, then, on his owm
prineiples, it ocan hardly be a work of history. . . . Fhaile
osophy would thus seem to have resisted absorption into

history at Ega very time when 1ts absorption was being
proclained.,

Collingwood ands his work in a radiecal scepticism, the very enemy

he was attempting to escape.

Conelusion. This thesis has attempted to concentrate on the oute
standing contributions of Collingwood toward the understanding
and appreciation of the philosophy of history. In chapters I and
II, after a brief introduction to this field of study itselfl, we
saw, in the writings of Collingwood, many impressive arguments
for the recognition of the values of historieal knowledge as ao
balance to those who worship at the shrine of natural science.

de further saw his attempts to resist the positivists in their
attempts to absorb phllosophy into natural science as the sole
form of knowledge. Unfortunately, as we have seen in Chapter III,
Collingwood ultimately went further than the impressive arguments
offered in the Idea of History. raradoxically, he took up a
position, equally intransigent and just as sceptical, as was that

horp, u, Knox, "Editor's Preface,” in Collingwood, The
Ides of History, p. xix.
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of his positivist opponents. He beran to claim for history ex.
actly what they clainmed for science. The goal of his lifet's work,
the rapprochcment of philosophy and history did not, in the end,

content hin.
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