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Chapter One
THE THEORY OF
HISTORICAL INQUIRY

T

his is a book about method. It’s about the techniques historians use to
understand international politics. But issues of method cannot be dealt with
in a vacuum. To see how historical work needs to be done, you ﬁrst have to
have some sense for what it is exactly that historians should be trying to do.
What’s the aim of historical analysis? What’s the point of this whole branch
of intellectual activity? These questions are of fundamental importance, even
in practical terms. To understand the goal of historical work—to know what
historical understanding is and what historical explanation is—can be of
great value to the working historian. That knowledge can serve as a kind of
beacon. It can help the historian see how to proceed.
Does the philosophy of history literature provide historians with the guid
ance they need? This question is the focus of the ﬁrst two sections in this
chapter, but in a word the answer is no. Does that mean that the philoso
phers have nothing much to offer the historians? Again, the answer is no.
There are important insights available, but they are to be found in the philos
ophy of science literature. That these writings are of real value to the practic
ing historian is the point of the argument in the ﬁnal section of this chapter.
In that section I want to draw out some of the insights to be found in that lit
erature and show how they apply to historical work.

The Classic Tradition: Hempel versus Collingwood
In 1942 the philosopher Carl Hempel published a paper called “The Func
tion of General Laws in History” in which he laid out a theory of historical
explanation.1 In history as in science, Hempel said, explanation meant de
duction. An explanation would show that certain initial conditions existed
and would lay out general laws that governed what would happen if those
conditions were met; the occurrence of the event in question would follow as
1

Carl Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History,” Journal of Philosophy 39 (1942):
35–48; reprinted in Patrick Gardiner, ed., Theories of History (New York: Free Press, 1959),
pp. 344–56. Further references are to the text as it appeared in the Gardiner book.

2

CHAPTER ONE

a matter of course from those laws and those initial conditions. Unless a his
torical account had that form, Hempel wrote, that account could not be con
sidered a real explanation. It would at best be a mere “explanation sketch.”
This theory of explanation, the “covering law” theory as it is often called, was
a focus of philosophical discussion until about 1970.2 Indeed, as one leading
scholar noted, the Hempel paper was so fundamental that most participants
in the debate on historical explanation “quickly found themselves classiﬁed
as either pro-Hempelian or anti-Hempelian.”3
This theory was attractive because it appealed to people’s sense for what an
explanation should be. If an account does not explain why an event had to
happen, if it simply explains why it might have happened, then, in a certain
sense, it is not a real explanation at all. As one leading philosopher of history
put it: “If what we give in explanation of an event does not rule out the possi
bility of that event’s failing to occur, then we can scarcely claim that we
know why in that particular case it did occur: why in that case, in other
words, the possibility of its not occurring was not realized instead. The only
way we can rule out such a possibility is by arguing that the event had to
occur: that it necessarily occurred. And that is what the deductive require
ment of scientiﬁc explanation insures.”4
This point, however, carried little weight with most historians. Their feel
ing was that the Hempel approach was abstract and formalistic and did not
take actual historical practice as its point of departure. It did not look at what
explanation meant to the historian and then try to build out from there.
Hempel, with his emphasis on social scientiﬁc “laws,” would force interpreta
tion into much too rigid a mold. He did not seem to have any real feel for
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See William Dray, Laws and Explanation in History (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1957). Alan Donagan characterized this view as the “Popper-Hempel” theory. Alan Donagan,
“The Popper-Hempel Theory Reconsidered,” History and Theory 1 (1964): 3–26, reprinted with
minor changes in Philosophical Analysis and History, ed. William Dray (New York: Harper
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William Dray, Philosophy of History (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1964), pp. 6–7
(emphasis in original). Dray was here paraphrasing another philosopher’s argument.
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history as a discipline with an intellectual personality of its own.5 And a
number of philosophers sympathized with the view that standards were not to
be arbitrarily imposed on the discipline from the outside.6 They rejected the
idea that what could not be “cut down to analytic size” in terms of those stan
dards was to be “stripped of the epaulets of cognitive honor” and agreed that
a ﬁeld like history was to be taken essentially on its own terms.7 Their feeling
was, as one of them put it, that the social sciences in general and history in
particular were not to be remodeled into “deformed likenesses of physics.”8
And they sympathized with the historians’ view that the covering-law ap
proach was unacceptable because it failed to allow for human agency—for
the role that individual human beings play in shaping the course of events.9
Those philosophers, moreover, were able to show that the Hempel theory
was not particularly impressive, even on its own terms. Alan Donagan, for
example, in one section of his well-known article on the “Popper-Hempel
theory,” effectively demolished Hempel’s assumption that covering laws were
readily available. Among other things, he showed that one example Hempel
had given in his original article—an explanation drawing on three explicit
covering laws—did not hold up because “all three were obviously false”!10
A more basic problem was that Hempel, by his own admission, did not even
purport to show what an explanation was. All he did was to point to one of
the things that an explanation of an event in his view had to be. It needed,
he said, to provide a sufﬁcient basis for expecting that that event had oc
curred. The problem here, as he himself pointed out, was that “certain kinds
of information”—the “results of a scientiﬁc test,” for example—might pro
vide a sufﬁcient basis for believing that some event had occurred “without in
the least explaining why.”11 A certain barometric reading might predict a
worsening of the weather, but it could scarcely be said to cause the change in
atmospheric conditions. Predictive power was just not enough for something
to qualify as a real explanation. Something more was needed, but what? This
was a fundamental problem, but Hempel essentially walked away from it.
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This does not mean that the sort of thinking represented by the Hempel
article is devoid of practical value. The Hempel approach might have been
overly rigid in the reliance it placed on social scientiﬁc laws, but (as will be
seen) the argument that causal explanation is closely related to logical de
duction is in fact quite important. And the Hempel approach does shed some
light on some second-order issues. Hempel’s point, for example, that explana
tion and prediction are cognate concepts—that to explain an event is to be
able to predict, given some general principles and certain particular condi
tions, that that event would occur—translates into an important point of
method.12 At any given point in a historical argument, the historian can ask,
given what was said up to that point, whether it would be possible to predict
how things would develop. This provides a useful test of the power of the ar
gument: a strong interpretation should have a certain predictive force. An
interpretation, moreover, generates expectations: if it is valid, then what else
would one expect to ﬁnd? Consciously or unconsciously, the historian will be
making predictions about what as yet unexamined sources would reveal, and
those predictions can provide a useful yardstick for judging the validity of the
argument.
So the Hempel tradition is not to be dismissed out of hand. The fact re
mains, however, that on the central issues the practicing historian will not
ﬁnd much of value here. But this was not the only approach the philosophers
of history were able to come up with. There was, in fact, one basic alternative
to the Hempel doctrine, the approach associated with the British philosopher
R. G. Collingwood. Indeed, in the philosophy of history literature in the
1950s and 1960s, Collingwood’s ideas were often treated as the only real al
ternative to Hempel’s. But did this alternative approach give the historians
what they needed?
The Collingwood theory was quite extraordinary. According to Collingwood,
the historian was concerned not with events as such but with actions—that
is, with “events brought about by the will and expressing the thought of a free
and intelligent agent.” The historian, he said, “discovers this thought by re
thinking it in his own mind.” The “reliving of past experiences” through the
“rethinking” of past thought: this for Collingwood was what history was
about, and this was what historical explanation amounted to. “An historical
fact once genuinely ascertained,” he argued, “grasped by the historian’s re
enactment of the agent’s thought in his own mind, is already explained. For
the historian there is no difference between discovering what happened and
12

Hempel, “Function of General Laws,” pp. 347–48. Popper argued along similar lines. See
Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, 4th ed. (London: Routledge, 1962), 2:262. The
relationship between the two concepts, however, is not as simple as Hempel thought. See the
chapter on “Explaining and Predicting” in N. R. Hanson, The Concept of the Positron: A Philo
sophical Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), pp. 25–41.
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discovering why it happened.” When a historian asks, for example,
“ ‘Why did Brutus stab Caesar?’ he means ‘What did Brutus think, which
made him decide to stab Caesar?’ The cause of the event, for him, means
the thought in the mind of the person by whose agency the event came
about: and this is not something other than the event, it is the inside of the
event itself.”13
This, according to Collingwood, was one of the things that distinguished
history from science. “The processes of nature,” he wrote, could be “properly
described as sequences of mere events, but those of history cannot. They are
not processes of mere events but processes of actions, which have an inner
side, consisting of processes of thought; and what the historian is looking for
is these processes of thought.” The historian discovered them by rethinking
those thoughts “in his own mind.” To understand why Julius Caesar, for ex
ample, did certain things, the historian tries “to discover what thoughts in
Caesar’s mind determined him to do them. This implies envisaging for him
self the situation in which Caesar stood, and thinking for himself what
Caesar thought about the situation and the possible ways of dealing with it.”
“The history of thought,” he concluded, “and therefore all history, is the re
enactment of past thought in the historian’s own mind.”14
The historian’s goal was thus to bring the past back to life by rethinking
past thoughts in the present. Indeed, according to Collingwood, that was the
historian’s only goal. History, he insisted, was “nothing but the re-enactment of
past thought in the historian’s own mind.” The thoughts that a historian
“can re-think for himself ” are “all he can know historically.” “Of everything
other than thought,” he said, “there can be no history.” Human reason was
the only factor of interest to the historian. Montesquieu, he said, had “misun
derstood the essential character” of the differences between various nations
and cultures: “instead of explaining their history by reference to human rea
son, he thought of it as due to differences in climate and geography.” “History
so conceived,” he argued, “would become a kind of natural history of man, or
anthropology, where institutions appear not as free inventions of human reason
in the course of its development, but as the necessary effects of natural
causes.” To be sure, he admitted, there was “an intimate relation between any
culture and its natural environment; but what determines its character is not
the facts of that environment, in themselves, but what man is able to get out
of them; and that depends on what kind of man he is.”15
This whole approach would today, I think, strike even the most conservative
historians as narrow and dogmatic and in fact as a bit bizarre. Philosophers
13
R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), pp.
175–78, 214–15.
14
Ibid., p. 215.
15
Ibid., pp. 78–79, 218, 228, 304 (emphasis added).
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have traditionally tended to view the Collingwood approach more sympa
thetically, but even some philosophers have found that approach a little hard
to take.16 How could Collingwood simply assume, for example, that social in
stitutions were “free inventions of human reason”? How could he be so dis
missive of factors having little to do with “action” and “rational thought” in
his sense? Collingwood would simply lay it down as a basic principle that “so
far as man’s conduct is determined by what may be called his animal nature,
his impulses and appetites, it is non-historical.”17 But this view was obviously
rather arbitrary. To be sure, conscious thought plays a role, sometimes a very
important role, in shaping the course of events, and one of the historian’s
basic techniques is to try to look at things through the eyes of the people he
or she is studying. But the historian’s goal is to make sense of the past—to see
how things ﬁt together, to understand the logic underlying the course of
events—and often that logic has a great deal to do with nonintellective fac
tors. Demographic change, economic growth, shifts in the distribution of
power among states: developments of that sort are obviously of fundamental
historical importance. To explain why Brutus stabbed Caesar (to take
Collingwood’s own example), the historian would want to see what was going
on in Rome at the time socially, economically, culturally and above all politi
cally: the goal would be to see not just what was in Brutus’s mind at a particu
lar moment, but to understand the whole process that had led up to the assas
sination of Caesar. Or to put the point in more general terms: historical
evolution, like evolution as a whole, is not always driven by intent; the
“structure selects,” the environment, both human and natural, plays a key
role, and the “why” questions are thus not always answered by looking essen
tially to conscious thought.18
So for most historians the Collingwood theory was not taken too seriously.
And what this meant was that neither the Collingwood school nor the
Hempel school gave the historians much that they found useful in the way of
philosophical guidance. The two schools represented opposite ends of a spec
trum: one emphasized structure and law-like regularity, and the other free will
and human agency. But every practicing historian knows that both sorts of
factors come into play. Part of the art of doing history is being able to ﬁgure
16
See especially R. F. Atkinson, Knowledge and Explanation in History (Ithaca: Cornell Univer
sity Press, 1978), pp. 26–27.
17
Collingwood, Idea of History, p. 216.
18
This simple point lies at the heart of evolutionary theory. For the application of this type of
thinking to political life, see Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGrawHill, 1979), esp. pp. 76–77, 82–88, 118; the phrase quoted is on p. 92. Note also the general
approach taken in Robert Axelrod’s The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984).
Axelrod approached his problem in evolutionary terms and thus did not assume intelligence
shaped action. An organism, as he put it, “does not need a brain to play a game,” and his theory
of “cooperation” applied to bacteria as well as to human beings. Ibid., p. 18; note also chapter 5.
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out how exactly in any particular case the balance between them is to be
struck, and this of course is an empirical and not a philosophical problem.
The two schools together had dominated Anglo-American philosophy of his
tory in the 1950s and 1960s, but from the point of view of the practitioners,
neither tradition had generated much in the way of insight into what history
should be.

The Constructivist Challenge
Practicing historians by the late 1960s had thus come to have a fairly low
opinion of the philosophy of history literature. J. H. Hexter, for example, re
ferred in 1967 to the “long-standing failure of a considerable number of tal
ented philosophers writing about history to say anything of much interest to
historians.”19 Many other historians felt much the same way. But the tradi
tion Hexter was criticizing was already petering out, and within the space of a
few years a very different body of theory had emerged. This time the theorists
were saying things of considerable interest to historians. But did this new
body of theory actually meet their needs any better than the body of theory it
had replaced?
The new movement was based on the idea, not particularly new in itself,
that history is not so much discovered as invented.20 The argument was that
the past itself no longer exists; what happened in the past cannot be per
ceived and is not directly knowable; it therefore takes an act of the imagina
tion to create a picture of the past. That picture could take many different
forms, all equally legitimate. As Hayden White, the leading ﬁgure in the
movement, put it: “any historical object can sustain a number of equally
plausible descriptions or narratives of its processes.”21
Indeed, White contended, one could never take it for granted that there is
any coherent story that captures the historical reality of the subject being

19

Reply to Morton White, New York Review of Books, March 23, 1967, p. 29.
The British philosopher Michael Oakeshott, for example, argued in 1933 that “the historian’s business is not to discover, to recapture, or even to interpret: it is to create and construct.”
Michael Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933),
p. 93. Collingwood, incidentally, considered the chapter in which Oakeshott had made this
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Quoted in David Boucher, “The Creation of the Past: British Idealism and Michael Oakeshott’s
Philosophy of History,” History and Theory 23 (1984): 193.
21
Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), p. 76. For a discussion of the surprisingly
common argument about the “non-existence” of the past, see Atkinson, Knowledge and Explana
tion in History, pp. 51–53.
20
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studied: “the conviction that we can make sense of history stands on the
same level of epistemic plausibility as the conviction that it makes no
sense whatsoever.”22 Because the material the historian has to work with
grossly underdetermines the sort of interpretation that is produced, historical
writing was much more inventive than the historical profession had
traditionally been willing to admit. It followed, he argued, that “if one treated
the historian’s text as what it manifestly was, namely a rhetorical composi
tion, one would be able to see not only that historians effectively constructed
the subject of their discourse in and by writing, but that, ultimately, what
they actually wrote was less a report of what they had found in their re
search than of what they had imagined the object of their original interest to
consist of.”23
Old-fashioned historians were thus wrong, in White’s view, to think that
narrative discourse was “a neutral medium for the representation of historical
events.” It was instead “the very stuff of a mythical view of reality”; in fact,
the literary structure of the historical text carried the meaning.24 The
“factual” content, such as it was, was not to be taken too seriously; “every his
torical narrative” was to be regarded as “allegorical”—that is, “as saying one
thing and meaning another.”25 The historian, according to White, in adopt
ing a rhetorical strategy, performs “an essentially poetic act, in which he
preﬁgures the historical ﬁeld and constitutes it as a domain upon which to
bring to bear the speciﬁc theories he will use to explain ‘what was really hap
pening’ in it.”26 In White’s view, as one commentator put it, the heart of the
interpretation was “packed into the historian’s original creative act.”27 Since
“the possible modes of historiography,” White argued, were “in reality formal
izations of poetic insights that analytically precede them,” and since none of
these poetic insights had a more legitimate claim to being “realistic” than any
of the others, the historian’s choice of an interpretative strategy did not
depend on what best captured “reality”: the choice was “ultimately aesthetic
or moral rather than epistemological.”28 The conclusion, shocking to oldfashioned historians, was that “we are free to conceive ‘history’ as we please,
just as we are free to make of it what we will.”29
22

White, Content of the Form, p. 73.
Hayden White, response to Arthur Marwick, Journal of Contemporary History 30 (April
1995): 240 (emphasis in original).
24
White, Content of the Form, pp. ix, 43–44.
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Ibid., p. 45.
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(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), p. x (emphasis in original).
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Historical narratives were thus to be treated as “verbal ﬁctions”; there was
no fundamental difference between history and myth.30 The basic concepts
people normally used to distinguish between the two, concepts like “truth”
and “reality,” were themselves problematic. Here people like White drew
freely on the writings of literary theorists like Roland Barthes, who had chal
lenged the idea that one could meaningfully distinguish between historical
and ﬁctional discourses and who had insisted that thought was a captive of
language.31
People who argued along these lines, as White himself pointed out, were
often charged with promoting “a debilitating relativism that permits any ma
nipulation of the evidence as long as the account produced is structurally co
herent.” Such an approach, the critics alleged, would for example permit a
Nazi version of history, a version that would even deny the reality of the
Holocaust, “to claim a certain minimal credibility.” Wasn’t it the case, those
critics asked, that according to his theory whether or not the Holocaust had
actually occurred was “only a matter of opinion,” and that one could “write
its history in whatever way one pleases”?32
White did not quite say no. Indeed, he admitted that “the kind of perspec
tive on history” he favored was “conventionally associated” with “the ideolo
gies of fascist regimes.” But this, he said, was no reason for shying away from
it: it was important, in his view, to “guard against a sentimentalism that
would lead us to write off such a conception of history simply because it has
been associated with fascist ideologies.” He still insisted “that when it comes
to apprehending the historical record, there are no grounds to be found in
the historical record itself for preferring one way of construing its meaning
over another.”33 But once again this raised the issue of whether a Nazi inter
pretation of history was as legitimate as any other.
White dealt with that issue not directly but rather by considering the ques
tion of whether the Nazis’ victims, the Jews, could legitimately concoct a his
torical interpretation for their own political purposes. His answer was that
they could. Israeli ideologists, he said, had adopted the theory that the Holo
caust was the inevitable outcome of life in the Diaspora. “The totalitarian,
not to say fascist, aspects” of Israeli policy on the West Bank, according to
White, might be rooted in that theory, but it should nonetheless be con
sidered as a “morally responsible response to the meaninglessness” of Jewish
history in the Diaspora. It was not to be dismissed as an “untruth.” Indeed,
30
Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1978), p. 82.
31
White, Metahistory, p. xi; White, Content of the Form, pp. 35, 37. A quotation from Barthes
(“le fait n’a jamais qu’une existence linguistique”) was used as the motto for that latter book.
32
White, Content of the Form, p. 76; White, Metahistory, p. 433.
33
White, Content of the Form, pp. 74–75.
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“its truth, as a historical interpretation, consists precisely of its effectiveness
in justifying a wide range of current Israeli political policies that, from the
standpoint of those who articulate them, are crucial to the security and in
deed the very existence of the Jewish people.” And how, in White’s view, did
that sort of history compare with history that purports to be objective—with
history that claims “to have forgone service to any speciﬁc political cause and
simply purports to tell the truth about the past as an end in itself,” and that
claims to provide a relatively impartial view that might lead to “tolerance
and forbearance rather than reverence or a spirit of vengefulness”? The more
politicized approach was actually to be preferred. The balanced view, the
view that suggests that the “desire for revenge” be put aside, is the sort of
view, he says, that “always emanates from centers of established political
power,” but the kind of tolerance it recommends “is a luxury only devotees of
dominant groups can afford.” The attempt to write history objectively is thus
ruled out on political grounds—ruled out precisely because it would lead to
mutual tolerance. The truth was not to be sought “as an end in itself ”; the
test of validity was political effectiveness.34
White was not the only scholar to argue along these lines, and some writ
ers were even more extreme. Hans Kellner, for example, argued that the be
lief in “historical objectivity” was not just a form of self-deception. The set of
norms associated with that concept was actually an instrument of repression.
“‘Truth’ and ‘reality,’” according to Kellner, “are, of course, the primary
authoritarian weapons of our time.”35
The effect of this type of thinking was to sanction a highly politicized form
of historiography. For if it were true, as Michel Foucault argued, that “we can
not exercise power except through the production of truth,” then one could
try to gain power by creating one’s own “truth”—that is, by shaping a text so
as to serve one’s own political purposes.36 And this had to be the goal of writ
ing history, because the competing conception of what the goal of history
was—the old-fashioned idea that the aim was to “tell the truth about the past
as an end in itself ”—had been so thoroughly discredited. From this point of
view, the historian did not even have to try to be honest. “White’s view of
history” was thus praised by one of his supporters for allowing “for those
‘creative, interpretive distortions’ which, optimistically, go beyond orthodox
ways of reading the past the present and the future in utopian ways.”37 The point
34

Ibid., pp. 80–81; see also p. 73.
Hans Kellner, “Narrativity in History: Post-Structuralism and Since,” History and Theory 26,
Beiheft 26 (December 1987): 6.
36
Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge (New York: Pantheon, 1980), p. 93.
37
Keith Jenkins, On “What Is History?”: From Carr and Elton to Rorty and White (London:
Routledge, 1995), p. 42 (emphasis in original).
35
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of doing history, the argument ran, was therefore not “to get the story
straight” but rather to “get the story crooked.”38
Given how sharply these views diverged from traditional notions of what
historical scholarship was supposed to be, it was scarcely to be expected that
they would be accepted uncritically. As it turned out, in their pure form they
had only a negligible impact on what historians actually did. White’s writ
ings, for example, as his own supporters note with chagrin, have had “virtu
ally no discernible inﬂuence” on historical work. “Inadequately read, rarely
reviewed in journals read by historians, infrequently cited, little discussed,
and then routinely and grossly misunderstood”—that was the upshot of one
such study of White’s impact.39 Those writers had their own ideas about why
this was so, but perhaps the basic reason was that White’s theory, and espe
cially the idea of the historian performing an “an essentially poetic act,” did
not ring true in terms of the historians’ understanding of their own work. An
interpretation can take years, and sometimes decades, of intense study to
work out. The whole intellectual process of making sense of the evidence
seemed to the people engaged in it to play a fundamental role in shaping the
ﬁnal product. Practicing historians could scarcely admit that interpretation
ultimately boiled down to a simple “poetic act.”
So most historians found these arguments hard to accept, and yet the
movement was not without consequence. Many of the notions with which it
was associated were broadly accepted, albeit in watered-down form. The view
that it was legitimate for historical work to be shaped, at least to some degree,
by a political agenda became quite respectable.40 The old ideal of historical
objectivity, on the other hand, fell into disrepute. It was often taken for
granted that the belief that historical work could be objective was a delusion;
the inference was sometimes drawn that there was little point to even trying
for objectivity and that the important thing was to make one’s own biases
explicit.
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Why were ideas of this sort taking hold even among mainstream histori
ans? For one thing, the general intellectual climate was changing rapidly in
the late twentieth century. There was a growing tendency throughout the hu
manities in the 1970s and 1980s especially to challenge the very idea of
truth, and to mount that challenge in a rather radical way. “The secret of the
ory,” according to one leading theorist (Baudrillard), is “that truth does not
exist.”41 According to another even more famous theorist (Foucault), “reality
does not exist,” “only language exists.”42 And this kind of thinking was by no
means limited to a number of well-known French writers.
In America as well, there was a certain tendency, as represented, for exam
ple, in the work of the philosopher Richard Rorty, to downgrade notions like
“rationality” and “objectivity,” to blur the distinction between knowledge
and opinion, and to insist that “there is no way to get outside our beliefs and
our language.” For Rorty, terms like “truth” and “knowledge” were simply
“matters of social practice”—mere “compliments” paid to “beliefs we think so
well justiﬁed that, for the moment, further justiﬁcation is not needed.”43 In
sofar as there was a difference between knowledge and opinion, for Rorty it
was simply the difference between ideas that are generally shared and ideas
“on which agreement is relatively hard to get.”44 From his point of view, “the
desire for objectivity” was thus simply “the desire for as much intersubjective
agreement as possible.”45 To reach for something more—“to explicate ‘ratio
nality’ and ‘objectivity’ in terms of conditions of accurate representation”—is
just a “self-deceptive effort to eternalize the normal discourse of the day.”46
Indeed, according to Rorty, the archaic vocabulary of Enlightenment ratio
nalism had become an “impediment to the progress of democratic societies”:
it was “obsolete” and should be replaced by a new way of speaking more in
line with our current political values.47 These views were quite inﬂuential.
They served in particular to give a veneer of philosophical respectability to
the new antiobjectivist view of history.48
41

Jean Baudrillard, interview with Sylvere Lotringer, “Forgetting Baudrillard,” Social Text,
no. 15 (Fall 1986): 142.
42
This widely quoted remark originally appeared in the “Débat sur le roman,” published in Tel
Quel 117 (Spring 1964): 45, and reprinted in Michel Foucault, Dits et Ecrits, 1954–1988, vol. 1
(Paris: Gallimard, 1994), p. 380.
43
Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1979), pp. 10, 11, 178, 385; Richard Rorty, Objectivism, Relativism, and Truth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 24.
44
Rorty, Objectivism, Relativism, and Truth, p. 23.
45
Ibid.
46
Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, p. 11.
47
Richard Rorty, “The Contingency of Community,” London Review of Books, July 24, 1986, p. 10.
48
See especially Jenkins, On “What Is History?”: From Carr and Elton to Rorty and White. Note
also John Searle’s discussion of Rorty’s inﬂuence on the humanities in general in his “The Storm
over the University,” New York Review of Books, December 6, 1990, p. 40.

T H E T H E O RY O F H I S T O R I C A L I N QU I RY

13

But there was something quite odd about Rorty’s whole line of argument.
Who, for example, really thinks that the belief that the earth was ﬂat was no
less “true” in its day than the opposite belief is today? But people tended to be
somewhat bowled over by Rorty’s prestige and by the claim that his views had
come to represent something of a consensus. Who, it was asked, still actually
believed in such notions as “reality” and “truth”? “Metaphysical prigs” of that
sort, according to people like Rorty, had become increasingly hard to ﬁnd.49
The Rorty view, however, did not represent anything like a consensus.
There were many philosophers, including some quite well-known ones, who
took a position on these issues much more in line with common sense.50 John
Searle, for example, one of America’s most distinguished contemporary
philosophers, even had the temerity to declare that the “idea that there is a
real world independent of our thought and talk” and “the idea that our true
statements are typically made true by how things are in the real world” were
“essential presuppositions of any sane philosophy.”51
These were not, of course, new issues for the philosophers. The problem of
the nature of knowledge had been at the top of their agenda since ancient
times. And during those centuries of philosophical debate, certain key points
had become clear. One such point was that there was no way to disprove the
claims of the skeptic. There was no way, for example, to rule out the possibil
ity “that the world sprang into being ﬁve minutes ago, exactly as it then was,
with a population that ‘remembered’ a wholly unreal past.”52 Knowledge was
therefore never absolute. There was no way to prove that the external world
even exists. But the point was trivial. It simply meant that everything we do
of an intellectual nature is premised on the assumption that we are not being
systematically misled: we take as our point of departure the assumption that
49
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our basic beliefs about reality—about the existence of an external world
knowable through the mind and through the senses, acting in tandem—are
in fact correct. As Hume put it: “’tis in vain to ask, Whether there be body or
not? That is a point, which we must take for granted in all our reasonings.”53
The skeptic is not refuted; the basic epistemological problem is recognized,
but the normal assumptions—about the existence of reality and the possibil
ity of knowledge—are made, and we just move on from there.
Because these basic conclusions apply to knowledge in general, they apply
to historical knowledge in particular. But does the problem end there, or is
there a distinct problem of historical knowledge that needs to be considered—
distinct because historical knowledge is essentially different from other forms
of knowledge? In particular, is historical knowledge fundamentally different
from scientiﬁc knowledge? If not, then perhaps the philosophy of science can
give us the guidance we are looking for.

Philosophy of Science as Philosophy of History
How does historical analysis differ from scientiﬁc analysis? Is science differ
ent because it deals with the natural world, whereas history deals with the
human world?54 This is obviously not the case: many sciences—experimental
psychology, for example—take human beings as objects of study. Is science
different because in science truths are discovered “through observation and
experiment exempliﬁed in what we actually perceive, whereas the past has
vanished and our ideas about it can never be veriﬁed as we verify our scien
tiﬁc hypotheses”?55 Again the answer is no. Science often deals with the ves
tiges of past phenomena. This is as true of astrophysics as it is of evolutionary
biology, geology, and many other ﬁelds. The biologist has a fossil record to
work with, and the historian has a documentary record. From an epistemo
logical point of view, how is the one body of evidence essentially different
from the other?
It is often argued that the real difference has to do with the level of gener
ality at which a subject is studied. The historian, it is often said, is concerned
with the particular, and the scientist’s concern is with general phenomena—
that the scientist’s aim is to “formulate a system of general laws,” whereas the
historian’s “central preoccupation” is with “the precise course of individual
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events.”56 But most scientists, to judge from the sorts of articles published in
their journals, are concerned with very speciﬁc matters—to be sure, in the
context of a more far-reaching set of interests. The same point, however, ap
plies to the historians: the topic may be relatively narrow, but fundamental
conceptual issues are rarely entirely absent.
Sometimes the argument is that historical analysis is necessarily selective
and is therefore subjective and unscientiﬁc.57 But as one philosopher points
out, it is “wholly mistaken to hold that history is selective and science not. In
truth the sciences are much more rigorous and explicit in selecting the facts
or aspects of fact which concern them than history ever is.”58
Sometimes professional consensus is taken as the key indicator. Scientists,
it is said, have “evolved a standard way of thinking” about their subject mat
ter; as a result, scientiﬁc thinking is “impartial and impersonal”; assumptions
and principles are shared, and the conclusions reached are accepted by all
competent scientists. This, it is argued, is one of the main things that makes a
ﬁeld like physics “scientiﬁc” and why it is that natural science can be said to
provide “objective knowledge.”59 Historians, on the other hand, commonly
disagree sharply among themselves on many important issues; history, the ar
gument runs, therefore cannot be considered a science.
But consensus is not a measure of quality in the natural sciences: the most
impressive advances in physics, for example, took place during times when
no consensus existed and when fundamental claims were vigorously disputed,
and the same kind of point can be made about evolutionary biology in our
own day. Nor would it necessarily be a sign of scientiﬁc status and a higher
level of objectivity if historians, for their part, did accept standard interpreta
tions on a whole range of issues. Degree of consensus is very much a surface
indicator. Scientiﬁc status really depends on the nature and the quality of ar
gumentation: on whether insights can be developed in a logically compelling
way and on whether those insights are rooted in the empirical evidence at
hand.
The scientiﬁc status of a discipline turns therefore on the nature of the
method used. In that regard history and science have more in common than
one might think. Collingwood developed the point quite effectively:
Francis Bacon, lawyer and philosopher, laid it down in one of his memorable phrases
that the natural scientist must “put Nature to the question.” What he was denying,
56
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when he wrote this, was that the scientist’s attitude towards nature should be one of
respectful attentiveness, waiting upon her utterances and building his theories on
the basis of what she chose to vouchsafe him. What he was asserting was two things
at once: ﬁrst, that the scientist must take the initiative, deciding for himself what he
wants to know and formulating this in his own mind in the shape of a question; and
secondly, that he must ﬁnd means of compelling nature to answer, devising tortures
under which she can no longer hold her tongue. Here, in a single brief epigram,
Bacon laid down for all the true theory of experimental science.60

Collingwood’s real insight here was that the point did not just apply to sci
ence. Bacon, he said, had also hit upon the “true theory of historical
method.” And Collingwood stressed the point, both in The Idea of History and
in his earlier work, that historical analysis should, like science, be questiondriven. “You can’t collect your evidence before you begin thinking,” he
noted, and because thinking meant “asking questions,” nothing was evidence
“except in relation to some deﬁnite question.”61
This point is of absolutely fundamental importance. In doing historical
work, if you are doing it the right way, you are not just studying a topic. You
are trying to answer a question, or perhaps a set of questions. And it really
matters how those questions are framed. Questions need to be set up in such
a way that the answers turn on what the evidence shows. There is little point
in setting out to answer essentially trivial questions—that is, in doing what
historians contemptuously refer to as “antiquarian” work. If the goal is to get
some insight into the really big issues (such as what makes for war, or for a
stable international system), then the particular questions the historian sets
out to answer should have some larger importance, in the sense that the way
they are answered should shed some light on one of those basic issues. This
does not mean, of course, that the historian should try to tackle some very
broad issue in a very direct way. To do that is like grabbing at a cloud. To get
at such an issue, the scholar has to try to bring it down to earth and give it
some concrete content: not just “what makes for war?” but “what caused the
First World War?” or even “why did events take the course they did during
the July crisis in 1914?” The narrower the question, the more studiable it is.
But in deﬁning the question more narrowly, it is important not to lose sight
of the more basic conceptual issue. The historian’s ﬁndings need to have
some broader importance. But this point applies not just to historical work
but to science as a whole.
So there is less to the distinction between science and history than meets
the eye, and indeed the sense that the two ﬁelds are radically different is rooted
in a rather old-fashioned and idealized sense for what science is. Science,
according to that traditional view, was based on observed fact. Facts had a kind
60
61
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of elemental quality: once discovered, they could not be disputed, and they
were the basic building blocks used to construct theories. Scientists might
disagree about theoretical matters, but fact, discovered through experiment,
was a “court of ﬁnal appeal”: observation would decide the issue and would
decide it in a way that was intellectually compelling. There was, in other
words, a method, practically an algorithm, linking empirical observations to
theoretical conclusions. That meant that the theory produced by that
method was in no sense arbitrary: the natural world was being revealed for
what it really was.62
That whole view was basically abandoned in the 1960s. The logic of scien
tiﬁc development, the argument ran, was much looser than people had
thought, and the whole notion of an algorithm did not come close to captur
ing the way science actually worked. For one thing, the basic idea that facts
were what they were, independent of theory, came to be seen as somewhat
problematic: an observation was meaningful only in the context of a set of
theoretical assumptions, so the line between fact and theory was not nearly as
sharp as the old positivist tradition had assumed.63 And theory itself never
took shape in a kind of mechanical way from facts gathered up “like pebbles
on the beach.” The facts never just “speak for themselves.”64 That certainly
was Einstein’s view. There was, he said, “no inductive method which could
lead to the fundamental concepts of physics”; “in error are those theorists
who believe that theory comes inductively from experience.”65
But if theory is not a simple product of observation, what, if anything,
makes a particular theory intellectually compelling? The test of evidence is
not quite as decisive as it might seem. Since observations do not just “speak
for themselves” and have to be interpreted, theoretical assumptions inevitably
come into play. So there is a certain problem of circularity here. And theories,
62
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it turns out, are not abandoned simply because evidence turns up that seems
to contradict them. Evidence of that sort can often be written off with ad hoc
arguments, and, even when it cannot be dealt with in that way, a theory can
be adjusted to accommodate observations which, in its original form, it had
been unable to account for.66 So the method of justiﬁcation—the method for
treating the “facts” as a kind of ﬁnal arbiter—is much weaker than one might
think. But if all this is true, what then does determine theory choice? Does all
this mean that theory choice is an essentially arbitrary process?
For the philosophers concerned with these issues in the 1950s and early
1960s, people like N. R. Hanson, Stephen Toulmin, and Thomas Kuhn, it
seemed that the history of science might point the way to some answers. The
older formalist tradition had been largely ahistorical. That tradition had
emphasized the “context of justiﬁcation.” The assumption had been that
methodology had to do with the rational justiﬁcation for theories in their
ﬁnal form; it was concerned with the formal methods for establishing the va
lidity of such theories. Questions about discovery—about the actual histori
cal process through which theory took shape—were dismissed as matters of
“mere psychology.”67 Karl Popper, for example, although he wrote a book
called The Logic of Scientiﬁc Discovery, was not really interested in the histori
cal process that led to the emergence of new theories.68 Hanson made fun of
that kind of approach. What Popper and other scholars in that school were
interested in, he said, was not so much the “logic of discovery” as the “logic of
the Finished Research Report.”69 But one of the assumptions of the new, more
historicist approach was that such distinctions were much too sharp and that
the “logic of discovery” was of a piece with the “logic of justiﬁcation.”
If theories, however, were the product of a historical process, a process that
could have developed in more than one way, what did this imply about their
epistemic status? It seemed that to admit that the issue of theory choice is not
decided in a purely rational and objective way—to admit that theory choice
“depends on a mixture of objective and subjective factors”70—was to open
the ﬂoodgates. How could the truth claims of science survive the admission

66
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that theory had no purely rational basis, compelling in itself? Wouldn’t the
“door to subjectivism” be “wide open”?71
Thomas Kuhn was the best-known champion of the new approach, and in
his amazingly successful book The Structure of Scientiﬁc Revolutions he pre
sented the new thinking in a particularly sharp form. Kuhn’s analysis focused
on what he called “paradigms”—that is, basic frameworks for scientiﬁc think
ing during a particular stage in the history of science.72 Science, in his view,
developed in two distinct ways. There was “normal science,” the work that
took place in the context of a particular paradigm, and “revolutionary sci
ence,” the process leading to the replacement of old paradigms by newer
ones. His fundamental claim was that new paradigms did not emerge, and
older ones were not overthrown, for purely rational reasons; the “issue of
paradigm choice,” he wrote, “can never be unequivocally settled by logic and
experiment alone.”73 Instead, he saw a process of anomalies piling up as “nor
mal science” ran its course; normal science was unable to deal with these
anomalies, precisely because it took the existing paradigm as given and could
therefore not question it. The resulting crisis could therefore only be resolved
through a kind of revolution: the emergence of a new paradigm and the
“conversion” of large numbers of scientists to it.
That whole process, Kuhn argued, was not to be understood in entirely ra
tional terms. Crises are terminated, he says, not by a lengthy process of
“deliberation and interpretation” but “by a relatively sudden and unstructured
event”—by a kind of “gestalt switch,” by means of which everything is sud
denly seen in an entirely new light. “Scientists then often speak,” he says, “of
the ‘scales falling from the eyes’ or of the ‘lightning ﬂash’ that ‘inundates’ a
previously obscure puzzle, enabling its components to be seen in a new way
that for the ﬁrst time permits its solution. On other occasions the relevant il
lumination comes in sleep. No ordinary sense of the term ‘interpretation’ ﬁts
these ﬂashes of intuition through which a new paradigm is born.”74 The new
view, he wrote, is essentially accepted “on faith”;75 the old view is not exactly
shown to be false, and its adherents are not convinced to abandon their view
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through an essentially rational process of argument. Indeed, in such discussions
the two parties generally talk past each other; the scientists involved ﬁnd it
hard to “make complete contact with each other’s viewpoints.”76 (This Kuhn
called the problem of “incommensurability.”) The new view gradually wins
out, in large part (although not exclusively) for “subjective and aesthetic”
reasons.77 Resistance is intellectually legitimate; there is no point at which it
becomes “illogical or unscientiﬁc.”78 It dies out because the supporters of the
older paradigm die out; the assumption is that the older paradigm is never re
ally vanquished intellectually.
Kuhn’s argument was certainly overstated. Consider, for example, his argu
ment about how in science new insight emerges in a “relatively sudden” way
through a kind of “gestalt switch.”79 It was Hanson who had introduced the
basic concepts of Gestalt psychology to the philosophy of science in his Pat
terns of Discovery, and Kuhn in his discussion of the issue took Hanson’s work
as his point of departure. But Hanson had taken great pains to demonstrate
that important new theories did not emerge in a “relatively sudden” way.80 In
his more sober view, the rational element was fundamental: the whole point
of his close analysis of the long and intellectually strenuous process that led
to the formulation of Kepler’s laws was that the emergence of a major new
way of looking at things was a lengthy and difﬁcult process, with a distinct
logic of its own.81
But Kuhn’s argument was framed in more extreme language and thus pro
voked rather unrestrained counterarguments. Imre Lakatos, for example,
charged that “in Kuhn’s view scientiﬁc revolution is irrational, a matter for mob
psychology.”82 Such accusations Kuhn categorically rejected and, in his later
work especially, he took pains to distance himself from the idea that the de
velopment of science was not at all to be understood in rational terms. That
point of view he considered “absurd,” an “example of deconstruction gone
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mad,” and he was disturbed by the fact that it was “developed by people who
often called themselves Kuhnians.”83
Kuhn was not an irrationalist. In his view of scientiﬁc development, ratio
nal factors loomed large. But in themselves they were not decisive. Indeed,
they could not be decisive. That point seemed to put him on the relativist
side of the fence. But this was a fence that he was in reality trying to straddle,
and that was the heart of the problem. On the one hand, the process of
scientiﬁc development was what it was: somewhat loose and not wholly
determined by purely rational factors. On the other hand, there was clearly
something quite extraordinary about science, something that gave it (to use
Toulmin’s phrase) a “genuine intellectual authority over us.”84 How could
this sort of process lead to such results? Given the way science actually
worked, how could it produce the conclusions it did, “true or probable con
clusions about the nature of reality”? This Kuhn took to be a “serious ques
tion,” and he admitted that our “inability to answer it is a grave loss in our
understanding of the nature of scientiﬁc knowledge.”85
That problem was fundamental, not just for Kuhn but for other pioneers of
the new approach, like Toulmin and Hanson. They too were looking for a “via
media,” a “middle way,” between relativism and absolutism.86 They too viewed
the development of science in historicist terms. Like Kuhn, they were not
comfortable with the notion of scientiﬁc “truth” and preferred to talk instead
about the rationality of the process. Theory choice was a social phenomenon;
individual scientists made up their minds on the basis of a whole series of cri
teria, which they were free to weigh differently.87 Those criteria—“accuracy,
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simplicity, fruitfulness and the like”88—might be, as Kuhn put it, “subjective
and aesthetic” in character.89 But that did not in itself mean that the decision
was irrational. Quite the contrary: the fact that choice is made by a scientiﬁc
community—the fact that the decision is rooted in the mature judgment ex
ercised by the members of that community—is the closest we can come to
guaranteeing the rationality of the process.90 Even Lakatos, as Kuhn pointed
out, stressed the importance of “decisions governed not by logical rules but by
the mature sensibility of the trained scientist.”91
What does all this mean to the historian? First of all, it gives us a reason
able standard by which to assess the rationality and scientiﬁc status of histori
cal work: science as it actually is, not science as it was supposed to be. And
there is no reason to assume that historical work can never measure up to
that more modest standard. Historians exercise judgment, but so do scien
tists, and if the process is rational in science, it can be just as rational in history.92 The demoralizing assumption that objectivity is impossible, that the
mere fact that interpretation is unavoidable means that historical work can
never be free from the “taint of subjectivity,” and that there is perhaps there
fore little point in even trying to be objective—all this is no more warranted
in history than it is in science.
But beyond that, the basic point that science and history are not all that
different in epistemic terms means that the insights developed by philosophers
of science—about truth and knowledge and understanding and explanation—
carry over directly into corresponding notions about history. This act of
translation yields, if not quite a ready-made philosophy of history, then at
least a very useful framework for thinking about the sorts of problems we are
concerned with here.
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Above all, there is the question of the historian’s fundamental goal. Is the
aim to get at the truth? It is (or at least used to be) commonly assumed that
this was the goal, but it was also taken for granted that this goal was essen
tially unreachable. The well-known Dutch historian Pieter Geyl made this
common point in a lecture he gave at Yale in 1954. The goddess History,
Geyl said, “may be in possession of the truth, the whole truth and nothing
but the truth,” but to the historian she will at best “vouchsafe a glimpse.
Never will she surrender the whole of her treasure. The most that we can
hope for is a partial rendering, an approximation, of the real truth about the
past.” The reason was, according to Geyl, that to make the past intelligible,
to understand the bare facts, the historian had to “use his material by choos
ing from it, ordering it, and interpreting it. In doing so he is bound to intro
duce an element of subjectivity; that is, he will tamper with or detract from
the absolute, unchanging truth.”93
“The absolute, unchanging truth”: philosophers like Kuhn and Toulmin
were uncomfortable with such notions, and justiﬁably so.94 The very concept
of “the truth” is both highly problematic and unnecessary in practical terms.
What does it mean to talk about the “truth” about some aspect of nature or
some period in history? The term seems to imply that the object of study has
a kind of well-deﬁned essence, wrapped up in a neat package somewhere, but
never quite discoverable in its entirety—a treasure, as Geyl put it, that can be
glimpsed but never actually acquired. But the vision conjured up by such
metaphors scarcely makes sense, and the concept is certainly not needed for
any practical purpose. Reality is what it is; the past was what it was; and what
is being studied can be studied on its own terms. The coming of the First
World War, for example, can be studied as a problem in its own right; there is
no need to say that the goal is learn the truth about the origins of the First
World War.
So the idea that the aim is to learn the truth about the object of study can
safely be abandoned. But if the concept drops away, then the whole notion
that the effort to understand is tainted because it does violence to the “absolute,
underlying truth” also has to be abandoned. Understanding then emerges as
the central goal in its own right—as the end in itself, not as the means for
getting at the mysterious and ultimately unreachable goal of the “truth.”
Making the past intelligible is, in that case, not to be viewed à la Geyl as a
source of distortion. Instead it should be seen as the heart of the historical
enterprise. This, and not the uncovering of the “truth,” is what the historian
should be striving to achieve.
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But what exactly does “understanding” mean? Hanson’s work is a major
source of insight here, and for him understanding essentially meant seeing
how things ﬁt together. The scientist, as Hanson lays out the argument, be
gins with observations, and “they set the problem.”95 The aim is to explain
the data: the physicist’s “goal is a conceptual pattern in terms of which his
data will ﬁt intelligibly alongside better-known data.”96 And that is how the
ories are generated:
Physical theories provide patterns within which data appear intelligible. . . .
A theory is not pieced together from observed phenomena; it is rather what makes
it possible to observe phenomena as being of a certain sort, and as related to other
phenomena. Theories put phenomena into systems. They are built up “in reverse”—
retroductively. A theory is a cluster of conclusions in search of a premiss. From the
observed properties of phenomena the physicist reasons his way towards a keystone
idea from which the properties are explicable as a matter of course.97

A theory was thus a deductive system, one that “guarantees inferences from
cause to effect.”98 Indeed, one needed this sort of guarantee to claim that a
causal relationship existed: it was “this logical guarantee that theories place
upon causal inferences that explains the difference between truly causal se
quences and mere coincidences.”99 For two phenomena to be related to each
other as cause and effect, there had to be a necessary connection between the
two, and that element of necessity could only be supplied by a theory. Only a
theory—precisely because it was a deductive system—could show you why
cause and effect had to be related to each other: “the necessity sometimes as
sociated with event-pairs construed as cause and effect is really that obtain
ing between premisses and conclusions in theories which guarantee infer
ences from the one event to the other.”100
How does this differ from what Hempel said? For Hempel, explanation also
meant deduction, but he essentially just left it at that. For Hanson, the
Hempel approach was just too mechanical, too formalistic, and he insisted
that theories that were mere “predicting devices”—and those theories met
Hempel’s basic criterion for what theories should be—would not provide gen
uine explanations. A theory had to do something more. People also had to
have the sense that something was really being explained—that thanks to
95
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the theory, they understood something they had not understood before.101
Suppose, for example, that your goal is to understand why for a particular
right triangle the sum of the squares of the two short sides is equal to the
square of the long side. It would not do simply to measure the sides of a large
number of right triangles, note that for all those cases the square of the hy
potenuse was equal to the sum of the squares of the two remaining sides, pro
claim that as an empirical “law,” and then “explain” the case you are inter
ested in by citing that “law.” But if you studied the Pythagorean theorem—if
you followed the proof, if you saw how the conclusion followed from rela
tively plausible assumptions—you would understand why things had to be as
they were. The observed phenomenon would be explained: you would have a
certain “sentiment of comprehension” that would otherwise be missing.102
There are other important points to be taken away from Hanson’s analysis—
points about the importance of theory in causal explanation, about the
nature of understanding, and about whether understanding can ever be
“objective.” Hanson was trying to get at what such concepts as understand
ing, explanation, and causation actually meant, and in his analysis he wanted
to get away from an overly mechanistic approach to these issues.
In particular, he wanted to get away from mechanistic (or “causal-chain”)
models of causation. He was trying to view causation not as a phenomenon
that could be observed directly in the real world but rather as something that
had meaning only in the context of a theory. “Causes certainly are connected
with effects,” he wrote, “but this is because our theories connect them, not
because the world is held together by cosmic glue.”103 Even billiard-ball inter
actions are not self-explanatory. As Maupertuis argued in 1732: “people are
not astonished when they see a body in motion communicate this motion to
others; the habit that they have of seeing this phenomenon prevents them
from seeing how marvellous it is.”104 One needed to have some theory of na
ture (“however primitive,” as Hanson says) to interpret such phenomena in
causal terms.105
Theory thus existed in people’s heads. The “locus of causal-talk,” Hanson
wrote, was “not in the physical world.” “There is nothing we can see, touch,
or kick in nature that will answer to the name ‘causal connection.’” But one
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could not kick a fact or a true statement either. That did not mean, however,
that there was anything “grossly subjective” or “chimerical” about such no
tions: “facts, true statements, and causal connections are all what they are be
cause the world is what it is” and there was “nothing subjective about arguing
validly to true conclusions.”106
But this was not quite an objectivist view. And indeed, for Hanson the
goal of theory was not to provide an exact mirror of reality. The accumula
tion of factual material, he argued, was not an end in itself. The aim was to
understand. One therefore had to prevent the picture from being cluttered by
extraneous detail. “The more like a reﬂection a map becomes,” he pointed
out, “the less useful it is as a map.”107 A theory was like a model. The main
purpose of a model was to provide a kind of “awareness of structure.” A the
ory also had to try to bring out what was of fundamental importance in the
object of study. A degree of stylization was thus needed not just for a model to
be a model, but also for “theories to be theories” and even for “sciences to be
sciences.”108
A premium thus had to be placed on simplicity. The aim was to develop an
explanatory system based on a handful of relatively simple assumptions: “The
great uniﬁcations of Galileo, Kepler, Newton, Maxwell, Einstein, Bohr,
Schrödinger and Heisenberg were pre-eminently discoveries of terse formulae
from which explanations of diverse phenomena could be generated as a mat
ter of course.”109 The reaching for simplicity was reﬂected in a reaching for
mathematical form, an attitude captured by Kant’s famous dictum that “in
every speciﬁc natural science there can be found only so much science proper
as there is mathematics present in it.”110
If the goal was understanding, the criteria for theory selection therefore
had to be what they were. Those fundamental criteria—analytical elegance,
explanatory fertility, and the like—were not just arbitrary guidelines, reﬂect
ing the subjective and aesthetic preferences of the scientiﬁc community.
They performed a rational function.111 A simple, elegant structure, where a
handful of core assumptions had broad and far-reaching implications, allowed
hypotheses to be developed deductively; those hypotheses could be tested ex
perimentally, even when the core assumptions could not be tested directly.112
If a particular hypothesis turned out to be valid, this tended to strengthen the
theory; but even if it failed, that ﬁnding could be of considerable value.
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Because the hypothesis had been inferred from general assumptions, its fail
ure would have general implications. It is structure that generates insight:
a random observation is of little importance, but the failure of a hypothesis
drawn from a larger body of theory could force people to deal with basic
issues. “Truth,” as Bacon said, “emerges more readily from error than from
confusion.”113
Analytical elegance and explanatory fertility are thus not arbitrary, subjec
tive criteria at all. To develop a powerful deductive system is not just some
thing that people do for essentially aesthetic reasons. The goal of such a system
is to provide a certain “awareness of structure”: the aim is to see how things
ﬁt together. And all this is important because this is what understanding is: this
is what it means to understand a phenomenon.
How much of this applies to historical work? A historian also begins with
observations, and those observations “set the problem.” A war breaks out:
how is it to be explained? The physicist’s goal “is a conceptual pattern in terms
of which his data will ﬁt intelligibly alongside better-known data.”114 The
historian also tries to develop such a pattern—to understand the logic under
lying the course of events. In science, “an event is explained when it is traced
to other events which require less explanation” and “when it is shown to be
part of an intelligible pattern of events.”115 In history, too, the goal is to show
how particular events are part of an “intelligible pattern of events.” When
dealing with events that are at ﬁrst glance hard to explain (the Pearl Harbor
attack, for example), a successful explanation will make those events intelli
gible by tracing them to causes that are not quite so hard to understand—
that is, by constructing a story.
A historical interpretation is the analogue of a physical theory. The aim of
an interpretation is also to provide a framework “within which data appear
intelligible.” A historical interpretation, like a physical theory, “is not pieced
together from observed phenomena; it is rather what makes it possible to ob
serve phenomena as being of a certain sort, and as related to other phenom
ena.” The facts in history as in science never just “speak for themselves.” And
historical interpretations are built up the same way Hanson says physical
113
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theories are. The physicist, he says, “rarely searches for a deductive system
per se, one in which his data would appear as consequences if only interpreted
physically. He is in search, rather, of an explanation of these data; his goal is a
conceptual pattern in terms of which his data will ﬁt intelligibly alongside
better-known data.” Similarly, the historian rarely sets out to develop a par
ticular interpretation; the interpretation emerges naturally as the historian
tries to understand what was going on and to make sense of what the data
show.116
For Hanson, theories were deductive systems; phenomena were explained
by deducing their occurrence from a handful of relatively simple axioms.
Such systems placed a heavy premium on simplicity: the “elegance” of a the
ory was a key measure of its value. In history too, there is a certain premium
placed on simplicity and analytical elegance—that is, in giving a picture of
the past that does not try to be a photographic reproduction but rather seeks
to bring out what was really important. If an interpretation can account for a
good deal of what was going on in terms of a few relatively simple and plausi
ble premises, that is very much to its credit; if those premises explain much
that is otherwise puzzling or unexpected, then that is even stronger evidence
of its power.
So to a certain degree an attempt to understand some historical phenome
non may lead to the construction of a deductive system. And historical
explanation—a formalization of the sort of understanding that is reached in
the course of doing historical work—should to the extent possible have a
kind of deductive structure. To explain the Eisenhower administration’s basic
policy toward Europe, for example, the historian could begin by showing that
President Eisenhower wanted to pull out of Europe in the not-too-distant
future. He or she could then go on to show how this implied that western
Europe should constitute a “third great power bloc” in world affairs, able to
stand up to Soviet power without direct American support. The different
aspects of America’s European policy in that period—the support for
European integration, the interest in reducing American troop levels in
Europe, the nuclear sharing policy, and so on—could then be shown to fol
low logically from that basic policy choice. This counts as explanation, even
though no social scientiﬁc law à la Hempel comes into play. What makes it
an explanation is the logic that links the general with the speciﬁc—that
given Eisenhower’s basic thinking, the speciﬁc policies he pursued followed
“as a matter of course.”
The historian, however, in reaching for such a structure, has to take care
not to push the effort too far. In historical processes, contingent factors loom
large; the logic of historical change is never as tight as the logic of a mathe
116
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matical theorem. The goal might be to see the degree to which a wide variety
of observed phenomena can be accounted for by a handful of relatively sim
ple factors. But at the same time the historian needs to be careful not to read
more structure into historical reality than is actually there.
The reality test is thus fundamental. Historical interpretations are con
structs. They exist in people’s minds. But, as Hanson said about causal state
ments in general, this does not in itself mean that there is anything “grossly
subjective” and therefore arbitrary or chimerical about such notions: “they
are what they are because the world is what it is.”117 It is not as though obser
vations are like dots on a piece of paper that can be connected to each other
however one pleases. Only certain connections can legitimately be drawn:
the sort of picture that can legitimately be painted on the basis of those data
is limited by the fact that “the world is what it is”—or, in the case of history,
by the fact that the past was what it was.
How far can a scholar go in constructing an interpretation that is both
powerful and intellectually compelling? The answer turns on a whole series of
factors. It depends on the nature of the particular subject being studied and
on the sort of evidence that is available. But it also depends on the skill and
the training of the scholar doing the work. And those skills can be devel
oped. There is a method for dealing with historical problems, a method peo
ple can actually learn how to use.
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