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Introduction

It is undoubtedly one of the ironies of historiography that, while most practicing historians undoubtedly hold to some form of realism, it is arguable that the majority of work on historical theory has tended towards some form of idealism (what precisely is meant by these terms will be examined later in this introduction). Certainly, the past fifty years or so, the period that roughly coincides with the ‘linguistic turn’ in historical theory, has seen the firm establishment of the idealist view to the point where ‘realism’ is something of a pejorative term in the philosophy of history; a position only held by a few retrograde holdouts—perhaps the historiographical equivalents of Priestley clinging onto phlogiston theory while everyone else made the switch to oxygen.


As a result, anyone who argues for historiographical realism is portrayed as some kind of philosophical dinosaur; as someone advocating a foot-stamping, unsophisticated, ‘common sense’ view of history, in contrast to the relaxed, laid-back (possibly beard-stroking) constructivist, who is willing to keep an open mind on all things and acknowledge the inherently fallible nature of the historian’s constructions. It is no accident that allusions to realist view of the practice of history are nearly always accompanied by a pejorative prefix—the generally accepted term is ‘naive’ realism, although one does find variants—one writer refers to ‘simple’ realism for example.1


Part of the problem is that many contemporary historical theorists appear to associate ‘realism’ with the late-nineteenth century view of history—which was undoubtedly the high point of the faith in the historian’s ability to objectively recover the past. But one does not have to hold to this kind of view to be a realist about the practice of history; we have moved on considerably from the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, we continually find a ‘naive’ realist view of historical practice being wheeled out as a straw man in various works of historical theory (the pejorative prefix ‘naive’ is always a fixture; yet one can be a realist about historiography without being naive. Indeed, we can, with equal justification, talk about ‘naive idealism’). Take, for example, the following from a recent paper:



According to a naive-realist view of historical work, the aim of history is to provide a truthful and objective depiction of past events. In order to achieve such a goal, historians allegedly should dismiss their subjective influences or prejudices and concentrate on the sources have to tell them about the events they are trying to describe or explain.2




This description perfectly encapsulates what the majority of historian thought at the end of the nineteenth century, but it is slightly embarrassing to see an author citing as being representative of historian’s thoughts in the twenty-first.3 Serge Grigoriev has a similar picture to paint:



Dogmatist approaches concern themselves primarily with vindicating some fundamental elements of a pre-established a-priori philosophical vision: defending realism, rescuing rational agency, preserving free-will, restoring the disciplinary autonomy of the humanities, etc.4




Again, a fine summation of the state of affairs at the start of the twentieth century; but if I may say so, we need to do a bit better than this in the twenty-first.


That said, some of the accounts of realism about historical practice have undoubtedly not been to scratch philosophically speaking. Many of the realist accounts put forward come from practicing historians who, while being suitably well-placed to give a descriptive account of historical practice, in philosophical terms have largely revolved around a naive empiricism.5 Thus, it is the goal of the present work to put forward the beginnings of a realist philosophy of history that will account for the success that historians undoubtedly enjoy in recovering knowledge of the past and providing understanding of it in a more philosophically nuanced way than its predecessors. As part of this endeavour, this work will highlight some of the issues that render the idealist accounts somewhat problematic; issues that, due to the dominance of the idealist viewpoint, have gone uncommented on in print.6 This work will offer a partial corrective to that state of affairs.


It has been opined that the ‘realism/anti-realism’ debate in historical theory has had its day.7 Such a claim could only be supported by evidence that the debate concerning the various issues surrounding these distinctions had or have been exhausted, and it is by no means clear that they have, not least due to the lacunae cited above with regard to more nuanced accounts of historiographical realism. This is a lacunae that is beginning to be addressed though: in addition to the current work, both Branko Mitrovic’s A Materialist Philosophy of History and Tor Forland’s Values, Objectivity & Explanation in Historiography are also important works that take a broadly realist approach.


As stated above, I will shortly clarify what is meant by realism and idealism in the context of the present work. To begin with though, it behooves us to have a look at the relationship between history and theory over the past seventy years or so.



PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY: A BRIEF RESUME


(i) The Troubled Relationship

The traditional cliché used to characterise the relationship between historians and philosophers has that of ‘a dialogue of the deaf.’ The analogy doesn’t quite work though; the interaction between the two sides is largely one-sided, with the historians being largely silent; in his 1976 tome on historical methodology, Jerzy Topolski wrote that



Rarely does a historian decide to open the door of his study and join in the melee about the meaning of history. More often he slams it shut and returns to his studies, oblivious of the fact that with the passage of the gap between his scientific work and its audience might widen.8




More recently, Kerwin Klein wrote that many who identify as working historians “treat theory as a mysterious black box filled with occult instruments. From time to time, we might run over and pull out some specific theoretical tool and then scurry back to history to see if it can be applied.”9 The comment is a little harsh, but not without truth. For many historians, speculations on the philosophy of history merely detract from time that could be better spent researching and writing it.10


Perhaps a better analogy would be that of the relationship between aerodynamic theorists and the bumblebee.11 Until fairly recently, aerodynamic theory found it difficult to account for how bumblebees flew; bees themselves were largely oblivious to this and kept flying about. Similarly, when historical theorists assure historians that their task of trying to provide knowledge and understanding of what actually happened in the past is a fruitless endeavour, historians largely ignore them and carry with the business of doing just that. When characterising the relationship between historians and philosophers of history, one also thinks of Margaret Masterman’s comment that “working scientists are not going to… change their ways of thinking, in doing science, ex more philsophico, because they have Popper and Feyerabend pontificating at them like eighteenth-century divines.”12



By now, you get the point. There is, and has been, something of a gulf between philosophy of history and historical practice. The reason for this is not hard to fathom: historians are, to a man (so to speak), realists about the historiographical enterprise (I will define what ‘realism’ means here momentarily): there is little reason to doubt James Cacraft’s claim “historians could not be historians without an implicit commitment to what in modern philosophy as well as in everyday life is called realism.”13 On the other hand, for various reasons, philosophy of history has tended towards what we might charitably call anti-realism and in our blunter moments call idealism. There are exceptions: with the disciplinisation of history in the second half of the nineteenth century, confidence in the disciplines ability to produce the truth about the historical past had (and indeed has) never been higher. The pendulum always swings from one extreme to another, though: by the end of the twentieth century, some writers on historical theory went as far as to suggest that history as a discipline ought to be abolished.14


History as a discipline, though, has always received something of a rough ride from philosophers: one can go all the way back to Aristotle’s claims that history was inferior to poetry as marking the beginning of the troubled relationship between the two. The twentieth century in particular provided “repeated instances of philosophy coming forward to serve as conceptual warden for historiography, uninvited and unappreciated by historians.”15 From Hempel’s recommendations on the use of covering laws, to Hayden White’s use of literary theory, all the way to Keith Jenkins’s attempt to transfer the old joke that there is no future in history into a serious credo, by and large “philosophers have never felt the least hesitancy in explaining what historians were doing (or better still, ought to be doing) even if historians did not know it.”16


This aspect of the philosophy of history has always struck me as somewhat peculiar. It is very rare that, say, one sees someone trained as a philosopher of science making the jump to philosophy of music; or an aesthetician suddenly deciding that they want to write on the philosophy of quantum physics. Yet this sort of thing is precisely what happens in the philosophy of history: from literary theorists in the 1970s and ’80s to philosophers of science in the twenty-first century, philosophy of history seems to strike many as a field where their talents in other areas can seamlessly carry over. This is not to decry interdisciplinary research in general: but philosophy of history does seem to have been largely characterised by attempts from individuals with little or no background in the discipline to ‘sort out’ this seemingly problematic field. Of course (as Anthony Gottleib puts it) every specialist will have a favourite gripe about an interloper who has blundered uncomprehendingly onto their turf; still, it does seem that historical theory has more than its fair share.17



It is perhaps unsurprising then, that historians have not felt particularly well-disposed towards philosophers of history, particularly given some of the condescending treatment they have received from the latter. In particular, practicing historians have been repeatedly exhorted to avoid reflecting in historical theory and to leave philosophy of history to the professionals. I should note that many probably do not mean to be condescending when they proffer such advice; but nonetheless, their injunctions to the practicing historian not to bother themselves with the philosophy of history may nonetheless come across as being so, however potentially well-meaning.18


But there are those who do indeed mean to be condescending. As we saw above, the historian has been repeatedly characterised as an ostrich-like figure, burying their heads in the sand in order to shy away from the obvious and blinding insights of historical theorists. For instance, we find Marek Tamm sighing that historians “quite unanimously and shamelessly, regard the pursuit of truth as a cornerstone of their professional work and don’t feel the slightest inclination towards giving up debates over truth.”19 In a similar vein, Paul A. Roth complains that Branko Mitrovic (who argues for historiographical realism) invokes an “unthinking, unreflective appeal to realism as a moral crutch”, and accuses him of “pounding the table and bellowing” as opposed to offering any kind of argument—before himself going on to bellow and thump the table himself about irrealism.20 Father forgive the realists, for they do not know what they are doing! It is not entirely clear why historians should be ashamed of a commitment to the pursuit of truth: chalk that conclusion up to too much Foucault on the part of the postmodernists, and maybe too much post-positivist philosophy of science on the part of the rest. In any case, the realist is generally portrayed as someone to feel sorry for.





(ii) The Current State of Play

In the past decade or so, there has been a tendency to lump everything that has happened in historical theory in the last four decades of the twentieth century under the sobriquet of ‘narrativism.’21 This is far too coarse-grained a term to cover all of the developments in the philosophy of history in the aforementioned period, and indeed, there is a whiff of Whiggism about such accounts. While there was undoubtedly a renewed emphasis on the narrative form in this period, largely as a result of the publication of Hayden White’s Metahistory in 1973, any recounting of historical theory in this period must at the very least distinguish between theorists who explicitly hitched their horse to postmodernism, such as Alun Munslow, Keith Jenkins and the early Ankersmit, and those that did not—such as Louis Mink—but who nonetheless wrote with an emphasis on issues related to the linguistic form that historical accounts took. To characterise the period in question under the term ‘narrativism’ also ignores the rise of memory studies in the 1980s and ’90s—an event that was undoubtedly linked to the ever-decreasing role for the past itself that the linguistic/postmodernist turn ascribed to historical practice.22


At the present, historical theory can roughly be divided into two main currents. The first seeks to keep alive the postmodernist flame which, since the turn of the century, has looked in severe danger of being extinguished. The second tends to be lumped together under the label of ‘revival of analytic philosophy of history’ and takes its inspiration in large part (although not limited to) Danto’s work on narrative sentences. Let us examine each in turn.



(a) Postmodernism

Although it might be argued that the notion of a failed revolution is something of an oxymoron, it nonetheless seems appropriate to apply it the postmodernist theorists of history who were largely prominent in the last two decades of the twentieth century. The postmodernist’s prescriptions of what form historical practice should take were made extremely stridently: as Zammito puts it, said “claims were articulated in the boldest and most aggressive of manners, and it is simply bad faith to pretend they were never so meant”23 (Zammito 2009, 68). Readers were repeatedly told that the postmodernist insights could not be domesticated or incorporated piecemeal into historical theory practice: they had to be either swallowed whole or not at all.


When historians chose the latter option, the subsequent marginalisation of postmodernism meant that the accounts of those took on a slightly desperate tone. Some veered towards an increasingly self-destructive radicalism—witness Keith Jenkins’s call for the death of history as a subject—while others vented their fury at recalcitrant historians; Alun Munslow’s assertion that the fact that “most historians have not read [Hayden] White and consequently not taken up his arguments reveals their failure not his” was a particular low point.24 In a recent work trying to revive the postmodernist cause, Kalle Pihlainen concedes that “even during the professed height of the linguistic or discursive moment,” history continued to be “written in what can quite legitimately be termed its (very) conventional mode,” and that the postmodernist insights seem to “have had little impact on history’s practices and forms.”25


Nonetheless, although as far back as 2007 writers started to talk of the ‘post-postmodernist’ era of historical theory, there are still a few brave souls fighting a rear-guard action: a sort of Alpine Redoubt of postmodernism.26 In the aforementioned work, Pihlainen concedes that in arguing for postmodernism he is “focusing on a cause that is taken as being passé by a large part of the history profession,” before going on to argue that postmodernism still has a lot to offer.27 Additionally, Rethinking History, the vanguard journal of post-modernist theory, is still soldiering on. But it is safe to say that at this point postmodernist is very much on the margins of historical theory.


The reason that postmodernism failed to have much as an impact on the practice of history was due to a combination of reasons. Firstly, there was the fact that it was almost entirely prescriptive, and pretty much failed to take into account actual historical practise and attitudes. To revisit two analogies used earlier: like bumblebees indifferent to exhortations that aerodynamic theory meant it was possible for them to fly, historians failed to take on board assurances that it was largely impossible to produce accurate knowledge and understanding of the past. And to rephrase Masterman’s comment on philosophy of science, historians were not going to change the way they went about doing history because of Alun Munslow and Keith Jenkins’s pontifications on the subject.


Secondly, the postmodernist project was by and large not interested in history as an endeavour to gain knowledge of the historical past: they saw history as means to try and effect social change in the present. To use a phrase of Hayden White’s, postmodernists are looking for a ‘practical past’; as White himself put it in a late work, the problem with “precise, accurate and authoritative” accounts of the past was that they had less relevance “as an analogue of any situation in the present”; as a result, “historical knowledge is of no use at all for the solution of practical problems in the present.”28 On the postmodernist view then, “the importance of representations of the past is increasingly determined on the basis of their usefulness and popular appeal.”29 Of course, such a view only gets off the ground if one takes as one’s starting point the view that the endeavour to gain accurate knowledge and understanding of the historical past is a complete nonstarter. Since few historians share this view—or at least, are unwilling to entirely subjugate their quest to find out about the past at its expense—it is easy to see why postmodernist historical theory made little impact beyond the already-converted. Nonetheless, there are still some theorists willing to try and flog some semblance of life back into the dead horse of postmodernist historical theory; we can but admire their persistence.





(b) Post-Narrativism/ Analytic Philosophy of History 2.0

Turning away from attempts to resuscitate postmodernism, the majority of contributions to historical theory in the past ten years or can be loosely gathered together under the term ‘post-narrativism.’ The so-called revival of analytic philosophy of history has been slightly surprising, in as much as that it is not entirely clear that analytic philosophy of history needed to be revived—presumably the basis for such a revival would be that something important was missed the first time around, and it is not evident that this was the case.30


Moreover, nailing down just what the ‘revived’ analytic philosophy of history comprises is not as straightforward as one might expect. One suspects that in large part it is driven by a motivation to turn the calendar back to the year 1972: the year before the publication of Hayden White’s Metahistory, which to all appearances made what the previous agenda of historical theory about as relevant as skiffle. As Herman Paul notes, the revival of analytic philosophy of history has largely been spearheaded by Paul A. Roth; and Roth’s definition of ‘analytical’ is wide enough to encompass both postitivists like Hempel and post-postitivists like Quine and Kuhn. Thus, analytical philosophy of history is “as broad as reflections on issues of historical explanation among philosophers in the ‘analytical’ (as conventionally distinguished from the ‘continental’) tradition of philosophy.”31


The problem with this demarcation, though, is that what ‘analytic’ philosophy in general means has shifted considerably since the original period of analytic philosophy of history in the 1960s; indeed, as Jeanne Peijnenburg has noted, there has essentially been a 180-degree reversal in what is now counted as doing analytic philosophy.32 For instance, it used to be the case that analytic philosophy evinced a special interest in questions of language and meaning; but now the ‘linguistic turn’ seems to have been overtaken by a ‘cognitive turn’, with modern theories of meaning centring on psychological considerations of mental representation and cognition.33 And this is just one of numerous criteria of analytic philosophy that have fundamentally changed since the 1950s and 1960s. So, does the revival of analytic philosophy of history take as it’s starting point the ‘old’ or ‘new’ analytic philosophy?


One is inclined to say the former: for in truth, what is classed as a revival of analytical philosophy of history seems to be a revival of interest in Arthur Danto’s work: specifically, his concept of narrative sentences (or at least, this is what Roth, who largely spearheaded the revival, is largely concerned with). Danto’s observation of a class of sentences that refer to two time-separated events in terms of the later event highlighted a key ingredient in historical practice. Roth has taken Danto’s insight and pushed it much further, arguing that such sentences are not only constitutive of the historical past, but even scientific practice. Roth thus uses the concept of narrative sentences to motivate a strong constructivism that owes just as much to the work of Nelson Goodman as it does the work of Danto.34


Another trend that is evident in contemporary historical is the use of pragmatism. Throughout its history, philosophy of history has tended to be behind the times in terms of the ideas it appropriates from mainstream philosophy (one only has to think of how many writers still seem to believe that theory-ladeness of observation is still a central issue in philosophy of science), and, some twenty years after the publication of Robert Brandom’s seminal Making It Explicit, historical theorists have helping themselves to pragmatist ideas.35 In some respects this is not surprising; for at the heart of pragmatism is an anti-representational view of language, which is arguably also the backbone of narrativism in historical theory. One views the turn to Brandom with Kerwin Klein’s quote from earlier in mind; Making It Explicit is a real monster—the best part of 600 pages—and philosophers are still digesting the implications of Brandom’s neo-pragmatist thesis. At the very least, we need a fully worked-out presentation of just how a Brandomian historical practice would work.


One thing that analytic philosophy of history 2.0 seems to share with post-modernism—at least if the leading lights of the movement are anything to go by—is that both espouse a strongly relativist approach to historical practice; indeed, one could argue that what separates the two is that the latter is more philosophically respectable, drawing on the likes of Goodman and Brandom as opposed to Foucault and Derrida (with Rorty providing a bridge between the two schools). The close confluence between the two was recently (and unintentionally) highlighted by Paul A. Roth’s review of Kalle Pihlainen’s The Work of History, which essentially consisted of an exercise of translating the latter’s postmodernist-motivation conclusions into the idiom of analytic philosophy.36


This is a very brief synopsis of the state of play in historical theory at the time of writing. Not every writer, of course, can be pigeon-holed into these categories; the work of Frank Ankersmit, for instance, doesn’t really fit into either of these categories, nor does that of Jorn Rusen. But as a rough and ready characterisation of the context in which this work is written in, it outlines the main contours of the terrain.







(iii) Realism and Idealism in Historiography

One will rarely find any position in work of or about historical theory referred to as idealist; the preferred nomenclature tends to be ‘constructivist’, with a few variants (for instance, Paul A. Roth’s ‘irrealism’). I tend towards the view put forward by W. H. Walsh that “if you are an opponent of historical realism you must be a supporter of historical idealism.”37 There are, of course, many varieties of both realism and idealism—for instance, both myself and Branko Mitrovic are realists about historical practice, but take somewhat different routes to that realism. The same can be said for the many variants of idealism: compare the positions of Frank Ankersmit and Roth for instance. But Walsh, in my view, hits the nail the on the head. However, for the sake of convention I will substitute ‘strong constructivism’ from hereon in place of idealism (the term ‘anti-realist’ is also sometimes used, but this sound arguably be reserved for its technical sense, as stemming from the work of Michael Dummett).


So, what is a realist position on historical practice? Realism of course, takes many different forms: as one writer puts it, to call oneself a realist is to do little more than clear one’s throat. Furthermore, it is arguably easier to characterise realism in terms of what it opposes.38 And this arguably leads to the problem that we noted earlier; that being the construction of a straw-man realism that can be easily opposed. As we saw earlier, the standard tactic is to construe a version of realism that is largely unviable and then conclude that the only alternative is some form of strong constructivism.39


So let us start with the strong-constructivist position, the various forms of which can arguably be traced back to Kant’s ‘Copernican Revolution’: the notion that our knowledge owes its basic structure to the categories in terms of which we think of it. But whereas Kant held that there was a noumenal world that underpinned our various representations of it, many more recent strong constructivist positions—for instance, Nelson Goodman’s ‘irrealism’—denies that there is a way that the world is independently of our representations of it: that the world is ‘constitutively dependant’ on how we represent it.40 In historical theory then, this amounts to the idea that there is no ‘ready-made past’ waiting to be uncovered by historians, and that historians in large part constitute the historical past in the process of attempting to explain it (I will be examining some of the doctrines that go into this view over the course of the present work, so we can make do with this very brief statement of the view for now).


However, it is important to note that a realist about the historiographical enterprise—and, indeed, a realist about the world in general—is not necessarily committed to a position that is the diametric opposite of this: that nothing is what it is in any shape or form as a result of our conceptual activity. We need “not deny that there is anything that is constituted, at least in part, by our cognitive relations” with the world—but what the realist does deny is that all of reality is like this.41 There are things that are as they are independent of our cognising of them, and this goes for the past as well as the present.


The irony is then, that a realist about the historiographical enterprise can quite easily concur with what Zelenak states as the central tenets of constructivism:



there is no disinterested approach to past events and no straightforward depiction of pre-existing reality. Historians are viewed as authors who contribute in a fundamental way to our understanding of the past. They decisively influence both the content and the form of historical works; they devise tools used for talking about past reality, they propose the notions and theories illuminating the processes they write about, and they shape the final outcomes presented to readers.42




There is nothing here that necessarily mitigates against a realist view of historical practice. The idea that there can be no disinterested approach to past events has been something a majority of historians have accepted for the best part of fifty years; and while depiction of anything is never a straightforward task, this does not mean it cannot be achieved. With regards to historians contributing in a ‘fundamental way’ to our understanding of the past—I should hope so: that is their raison d’être after all! We can quite happily agree that they propose notions and theories and shape the final outcomes of their works; even that they shape form and content, as this is a process that does not necessarily distort their accounts of the past.


What positive characterisation can we give with regard to historiographical realism? There are two key tenets: that the past-in-itself is capable of constraining what we write about it, and that historians are able, to some extent, to recapture accurately what happened in the past. In order for this to be the case, there have to be definite facts about the past, and historians have to be capable of ascertaining at least some of them. Note what is not being claimed here: we are not claiming that historians are able to replicate or provide a one hundred percent accurate or objective reconstruction of what happened in the past. Nor is this to argue that the past simply falls out of the archives ready-made into the historian’s lap; to paraphrase Kuhn, knowledge of the past is not ‘given’, but rather collected with difficulty.43


To frame the stance of this book in terms of the currents of contemporary philosophy in general, we can think of it being committed to a metaphysical realm of truth-makers, ontology and representation as opposed to a pragmatic realm of discourse and social practice.44 This book also employs a representationalist semantics: it accounts for the contents of linguistic expressions by invoking word-object relations, and using these as the building blocks for an account of the truth-conditions of the sentences in constructing an account of the truth-conditions of sentences in which these words are used. Meanings of historical terms are to be explained in large part in terms of their semantic (word-world) relations.


Such a view is in contrast to (for lack of a better term), an antirepresentationist view of world-involving practises, that employ deflationary notions of concepts like truth and reference and reject the idea of word-world relations in favour of a use-theoretic semantics that sees meaning as a function of, to give one example, inferential role. Ironically, the use-theoretic view of semantics which is currently enjoying popularity in historical theory does not enjoy the popularity in contemporary philosophy that truth-based based approaches to semantics enjoy: and this can be seen as following on from the post-modernist period in historical theory, where the philosophers lionised by that movement—Foucault, White et al.—were, and are, marginal figures in mainstream philosophy (though it should be pointed out anti-representationalism is generally seen as more respectable that postmodernism, with good reason). (Similarly, one would get the impression from current philosophy of history that the correspondence theory of truth is no longer a reputable philosophical position; but given the amount of work being done on truthmakers in mainstream philosophy, this is again a case of wishful thinking.)


The present work is also committed to what can be loosely termed a bottom-up picture of historical practice, as opposed to a top-down one. In ontology, a bottom-up view begins by settling what sorts of things there must be on the ontological ground floor; a top-down approach on the other hand, begins with claims that we make in our everyday talk and then argues that in order for these claims to be true, the world needs to be populated with certain sorts of entities. Most historical theorists, committed to various forms of historiographical holism (examined in detail in chapter 7), are necessarily led to advocate a top-down approach to historical, insofar as they argue that historical accounts create the facts there are to explain. By contrast, it is one of the key claims of the present work that, in any given area, there is a corpus of well-established facts that are inter-subjectively available to all historians writing and researching in that area; ergo, I am naturally committed to a bottom-up view, and as a consequence a ‘two-stage’ view of historical practice, outlined in chapters 2 and 3.





(iv) Outline of the Present Work

In chapter 1, we deal with some general arguments for a strong constructivist view of historical practice. The first takes as its starting point the subject matter of history—that it is the ‘pastness’ that historical study has as its object that poses problems for the realist view. The second, by contrast, argues that in principle there is nothing that separates historical study in terms of epistemology from any other knowledge-gaining enterprise; but the catch is that we should be strong constructivists about all knowledge-gaining affairs; I have chosen to investigate the ‘irrealism’ advocated by Paul A. Roth here, as this is the most recent incarnation of that particular argument against historiographical realism.


In chapters 2 and 3, we look at some of the issues surrounding the establishment of historical facts. It is one of the core contentions of this work that in the majority of subject areas in history, there is a corpus of well-established facts that historians can and do draw upon, in contrast to the argument that all the facts of any given historical account are constituted during the course of the composition of the account; as a nod to E. H. Carr, I have termed this ‘the club of historical facts.’ In chapter 2, I argue for a more nuanced version of the old distinction between fact and interpretation (or between research and writing); the two stages feed back into each other, but the distinction is there nonetheless. To argue for a common corpus of facts invites the question: how does a fact gain entrance to the club? The answer to this is the focus of chapter 3.


Chapters 4 and 5 involve a somewhat technical excursion into the realms of metaphysics and reference. Chapter 4 looks at the issue of colligatory concepts; in particular, their referents. The dominant view in historical theory at the present time is that colligatory terms used in historical works have no referents—no counterparts in the historical past—and that these should be seen as organising terms used by historians. By contrast, I argue that such terms do have referents, which take the form of complexes of events and actions.


Chapter 5 looks at the issue of the reference of historical works. Very few historical theorists have engaged with the philosophy of reference at any great length (which one would think would be something of a handicap), a lacuna that this chapter provides a partial corrective to. I argue that an appeal to a descriptive model of reference is unavoidable for a variety of reasons, but that the right model can also incorporate causal elements, and I sketch out the beginnings of such a model in this chapter.


Chapter 6 looks at the issue of progress in historiography. A realist account of historical practice has to posit some kind of metric by which progress can be measured. I reject the most obvious avenue—verisimilitude—as too problematic, and instead argue for an evolutionary approach similar to that advocated by Thomas Kuhn in the philosophy of science. In terms of the mechanism that enables this progress to take place, I posit something akin to an institutional model of historiographical progress, whereby the overall standards imposed by the profession ‘ratchet up’, ensuring an increasingly higher quality of work overall. I also take the opportunity in this chapter to address the role that understanding plays in historiography, building on my comments in chapter 2.


Chapter 7 looks at the topic of historiographical holism. One of the odd consequences of narrativism was the idea that historical works constituted indecomposable entities that, like a medicinal tablet, had to be swallowed whole or not at all. This chapter will outline the holes—no pun intended in these arguments, as well as showing that if they were to hold, it would lead to an incommensurability between historical accounts that would seem to preclude all rational comparison.


We close the book with a brief look at narrative in chapter 8. There I argue that narrative is a key part of the historian’s arsenal, and also take the opportunity to reject the commonplace view that to use the narrative form is to necessarily distort the contents contained within.







NOTES

1. See Serge Grigoriev, “A Pragmatist Critique of Dogmatist Philosophy of History,” in Krzysztof Brzechczyn (ed), Towards a Revival of Analytic Philosophy of History (Brill, 2018), 100. It is especially disappointing to see this kind of thing seemingly encouraged in History & Theory; bring back Brian Fay!

					 
2. Eugen Zelenak, “Two Versions of a Constructivist View of Historical Work,” History & Theory, Vol. 54, 2015, 211.

					 
3. Even Jonathan Gorman at times seems to espouse a straw man realism: “Curiously, it is within the community of historians where believers in a simplistic “view from nowhere” type of realism about an absolute or objective historical past are most likely to be found, as if historical change, the essence of their discipline, did not go all the way down.” Gorman, “Required: A Theory of Allowable Gaps,” History & Theory, Vol. 60, 2021, 378.

					 
4. Grigoriev, “A Pragmatist Critique of Dogmatist Philosophy of History,” 95.

					 
5. See for instance Geoffrey Elton, The Practice of History (Fontana, 1967),

					 
6. At the time of writing, the two journals devoted to serious discussions of historical theory, History & Theory and the Journal of the Philosophy of History respectively, are helmed by editors with proclivities towards historiographical idealism. While there is, of course, nothing wrong with this in and of itself, it does seem that as a result, realist views of historical practice are not getting much of an airing at the moment.

					 
7. In a recent discussion of a Branko Mitrovic paper on Academia.edu for instance.

					 
8. Jerzy Topolski, Methodology of History (Springer, 1968), 1. Such a statement is problematic inasmuch it implies that historians are unaware of the debates in historical theory that go on around them; perhaps it was true in 1976, but not so much in the twenty-first century. One of my mentors as an undergraduate in early 00s, Nick Smart, had a thorough knowledge of the work of Hayden White, even though one would never have guessed it from his published works—the point being that a historian’s published output never tells the whole story.

					 
9. Kerwin Lee Klein, From History to Theory (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 32.

					 
10. In a recent paper Chris Lorenz has written that “although it is usual in philosophy of history to state that the relationship between philosophers and historians is somewhat strained, few historians and philosophers have actually done research into this topic.” This is true enough, but the proposition still holds. One good illustration is the fact that, despite the immense literature generated by the work of Hayden White in the philosophy of history, we have not seen a discernible trend of historians announced that they have used a certain trope to emplot the facts in the introductions to their works. Lorenz, “Philosophy of History and Analytical Philosophy in Germany: A Special Relationship?” in Brzechczyn (ed), Towards a Revival of Analytic Philosophy of History, 55.

					 
11. The analogy comes from a paper by Jenny Teichman; according to aerodynamic theory (at least until fairly recently) it was impossible for bumblebees to fly—an injunction said bees took little notice of. Teichmann, “Deconstruction & Aerodymanics,” Philosophy, Vol.68, 1993, 53–62.

					 
12. Margaret Masterman, “The Nature of a Paradigm,” in Lakatos & Musgrave (eds), Criticism & The Growth of Knowledge (Cambridge, CUP, 1970), 60.

					 
13. James Cacraft, “History as Philosophy,” History & Theory, 2015, Vol. 54, 2015, 54. Later on in the same piece he writes that “historians are by the nature of their business what philosophers would call common-sense realists.” (58).

					 
14. This recommendation came from Keith Jenkins: who made it while drawing a salary as Professor of History at Chichester: I will not comment upon the attendant irony. For an excellent account of the retreat from objectivity in the twentieth century, see Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” & The American Historical Profession (Cambridge: CUP, 1988). His doom-laden prophecy for the future of historical studies now tends to seem a touch hysterical: but then again, as the saying goes, it is always darkest just before the dawn.

					 
15. John Zammito, “Historians and Philosophy of Historiography,” in Avizier Tucker (ed) A Companion to the Philosophy of History & Historiography (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 64.
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