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Philosophy ot History

FOUNDATIONS OF HiSTORI-
CAL ENOWLERGE. By
Morion While. Harper &
Row. 299 pages. $6.95.

Philiosophy of history
sufiers from the fact that ils
practitioners are either phi-
losophers or historians, and
almost never have an ade-

quate familizrity with the
questions. asked and the

methods used in both disci-
plines. This book is no excep-
tion. Prof. White is clearly a
philosopher and has almost no
concern with the problems
which engage historians. His

title is very misleading, since
“historiczl knowledge” is
concerned with the accuracy
of a historian’s picture of the
past, e&an  epistemcleginal
problem.

Prof. White is concerned
alincst solely with Jogical
problems. His book consists,
chiefly, of logical analysis of
stalements, most of which are
not historical statements. In
the few cases where he does
concern himself with stefe-
ments made by historians
64-66), his
criticisms are concerned with
logic. J. B. Bury, we are told,
was gmlty of a “]ngmal
mistake,”’ while Mare RBloch
was ‘“involved in a logical
inconsistency.” To evoid such
errors, ‘‘we must boid tight to
this logical truth, that explan-
atory statements do not
imply generalizations.”

in the

And 3ysaem of Logic

The trouble with zll thig is
that historians are mnot con-
cerned with trying fo be
logical, but with trying to eon-
struct a convincing picture of
the past. Since they sre so
largely concerned with -
change, and may be concerned
with various irrationalities,
they see no need to follow a
svstem of logic, which, like
two-valued Greek logie, is not
applicable to motion, change,
and ofher irraticenalties. Nor
are historians much con-
cerned, as White is, with
estabhshmg the cause of -&
historical event.

Histerians, as I know them
today, ware generally very
suspicious of single causation
(or even of multiple causation
in the sense White seeg it.)  °

Thers ere many meanings
of the word “history,” ‘&s,
there ere many systems of
logic. Pref. White ignores this,
just as he ignores &aimost
completely the ftwo chief!
conecerns of any historian: (¥)
That this work be sufficiently
similar to the established
versions of the subject to
satisfy other his{orizns, snd
(2) that it bs sufficientln
different, in ways which cam
be supported by examination
of historical evidence, so thet
it will interest ofher histori~

of. White bheg nothing

to say ahoui these {wo eon-
cerns, the evalualion of
evidence end the historieal
consensug. The resson for is
failure becomes clear when. he
finally gives us & definition of
wihiat he means by hlstary on.
page. 223:

“Since = histﬂry asseris
causal connections, we msy.
conceive of = histt:-ry s &
logical conjunctiom of state-
ments most of which are
sincular causal assertions.”

This statement ignores the
connections between written
history, historical evidence,
and what sactually hnppened
past, and it emphesizes
two matters (“logicel eon-
junction’ and “causal connec-
tions”), one of which |is
exduded by the fact that eur
system of logic is organized in
exelusive binary ﬂawgﬂ“iels—
While the subject of history is
not so organized, the other is
a concern ef historians only {n
a2 minor and diluted {ashion:

~CARROLL QUIGLEY., ~




PHILOSOPHY COF HISTORY

Philosophy of history covers the area where philosophy and history
overlap. It apolies the tschniques of vhiloscphy in critigue to the
methods and materials of history. It is stlll at a primitive level
because each discipline is woefully igneocrant of the othero
| Philesophy of hilstory uses all areas of vhilosophy, but chiefly
evistemology and metaphysicse.

"History" may mean:
le The infinite myriad of existential, non-repstitive events of the pas
2. The evidence which has survived of those sventse
2e JLhe evidéncs Uhlun 15 gencra 113 gnown of that wnhich has survived,

The picture someone has made of the peast from the known evidence,
Any verbval pfesunza ‘01 of that picture, or any part of it.

The moving social consensus of the past arlsing {rom dsbate over
verbal presentations.
Of these, 3 and . are sub;
both; and 1 is unknown and unknowable o
The purpose of history is and »artly inconsistent:

a, an effort to {ind i past the orig ns of what we have today:
b. an effort to reconstruct a picturs of s9o
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some momﬂnt or period of
the past as a functicning community, diffesrent from our own,
es

or nﬂeas) of the
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which nonetheless fulfilled the desir
people of that tims.
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All successful history must do both of theses Together they give us

both perspective and insight on our own pasiti&&, meke 1t possible for

us to ses how we got where we are, as well as where we are, and help

us both to avoid making the errors of the past zand to conc ive of our-
selves living in a different situation in the future.

Although this, as #5 above, is the aspirstion of history, ws
consvantly fall shert of it fer 2 reasons:

&¢ The pilcoure which any nistorian makes is always basea on a
selection from the surviving evidence, and is thus incomplete, biased,
especially when be is not aware that he 1is bsing selective and does not
see the unconscious as sumpflons on which his selection is being mede. In
theory, this 1s countered by the debate 2nd discussion of fellow
historians, but this is not effective when all (or most) have the same
or similar unconscious preconcentions. (& basic element in all svidence
is that observers notice what thsy expect to sec)o

be Speoializau¢on, either by period or by topic, makes it less likely
that unconscious bias will be recognized or that the issue will bs
debated or discussed by these with different blases or assumptionses

As a result, most history is, even when based on intensive ressarch,
simply support for blascd and psrtiel versions, or reactions ggainst
these (and therefor not much more adequate). Most histery is "the dsbris
cf past controversies' or rationalizations of past events for purposes
other than establishing the truth. This included such bssic factors as
periodization or the customary exclusicn of many vitally important aspec
of life such as law, property arrangements, agricultural history and foo

supply,.cnild-rearing and family patterns, cobnitlve systemso,

The metaphysics of history inveclves finding the place of history, and
the dynamic element, in general metaphysics in its largest scnse. It
would show that human history is but a part (and a very revealing part)
of the unfolding of the cosmic manifold along the direction of increasing
abstraction and autonomy.



