The Skeleton and the Mollusc

REFLECTIONS ON THE NATURE OF HISTORICAL
NARRATIVES
most other problems, the problem as to what it is we know
when we have a historical narrative in front of us, has suffered almost
irreparable harm by first having been treated by Aristotle. In this case
as in all other cases, the blame does not attach to Aristotle, who
always tried his best; but to the socio-cultural circumstances prevailing in the middle ages which attributed undue importance to what
Aristotle had said. Unwittingly Aristotle thus set the pace for centuries
by saying that history is to be contrasted with poetry, that to write
history is simply to record; and that to write poetry is to make something. Bearing this distinction in mind, both historians and philosophers have slanted it further by adding that the reports of history
are reports of particular events and have thus contrasted the writing of
history with scientific investigation, which latter activity is not concerned with reporting particular events but with finding general laws
or regularities. And from such a slant it was a very short step to the
'common sense' view that history is some kind of unimaginative report
and therefore an eminently empirical science because it excludes both
imagination and speculation. It is well known that positivists of all
colours have always had logical difficulties with the concept of
'general law' — so much so that some have been driven to describing
general laws not as propositions but as 'inference tickets' (Ryle).
Given this uneasiness in regard to general laws, it is no surprise that
positivists have always envied the historian as a man who deals in
particular facts; no more, and no less. There is a very widespread
view especially among sober Anglo-Saxons, that empiricism is specially virtuous. So that with this line of thinking we end up with the
conclusion that in doing history we are being specially moral. If this
may be the philosopher's conclusion, historians, labouring under its
moral force, have been led to draw what seem to be most reprehensible conclusions from it. The historian has in fact been led to believe
that there is an unbridgeable gap between doing real, empirical
history and what I would describe as philosophy of history. The
former alone is a truly empirical science and the latter is some kind
of mystical aberration of unbelievably unacademic vulgarity. Not
content with the split, most historians have gone even further. Convinced that history is an empirical science, they have insisted on a
rigorous confinement of history to the evidence contained in the
sources; they have become documentary positivists, that is people who
edit charters and chronicles. They not only profess ignorance as to
what these documents may mean or what one may infer from them;
but also take a perverse pride in protesting such ignorance. 'The acid
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test', Sir Frank Stenton once said, 'of a historian is whether he can
edit a charter.' With this documentary positivism, historians have
finally gone beyond the simple moral virtues implied by Aristotle:
they have embarked on the road towards real saintliness. It is my view
that such documentary positivism far from being a form of saintliness,
is a form of academic feeble-mindedness. It is also my view that the
only proper antidote to this feeble-mindedness is to prevent the
divorce of empirical history from the philosophy of history. And it
is with a view to preventing such a divorce that I wish to examine
more closely than Aristotle and his countless followers have done the
real nature of the historical narrative and determine what it is we
know when we have historical knowledge.
Even those historians who have not gone the whole way towards
documentary positivism, are all proudly agreed that they are doing
something basically simple, something indeed so simple that provided
there is no prejudice and wilful blindness, they cannot stray from
the path of truth. They are all agreed that they are simply tracing
the succession of events in time. This view is no more than a slightly
sophisticated way of repeating the ancient Aristotelian formula. But
with this attempt at sophistication, we have also an immediate
reductio ad absurdum: for I would challenge anybody to trace any
succession of events in time. When one is confronted with a chair,
there is already a never ending task. If one traces the succession of
events in the life-history of the chair, one can never make any progress, because between any two events there lies always a third. But
I admit that the difficulty here is a purely practical one: one can
never reach the end or even fill all the gaps. But at least, in the case
of the chair one can survey the problem, for a chair is a given object.
When one turns one's attention, however, to the so called objects of
historical narratives, one will find that the problem becomes infinitely
more complex, for a society or a government or any so called institution, are not straightforward objects in the sense in which a chair
is. In fact one could argue that they are only objects once the historian
has finished writing their history. But since, in order to trace the
succession of events (of which they consist) in time, one would at
least have to be able to focus one's attention on the object, one begins
to suspect that the historian's task is far from straightforward. But
let us suppose that someone with superhuman patience could, for
instance, trace the succession in time of all the events that make up
the institution of Prime Ministership in New Zealand. I would like to
submit that the result (and let us be assured that any result must be
purely imaginary) will bear no conceivable or remote likeness to
what we would all agree is a historical account of the Prime Ministership. To say the least, it would have to include a myriad of sentences
describing every single event in the life of every single person who
has ever been a Prime Minister. What we normally call a history,
however, bears no resemblance to such a chronicle of events. A
historical narrative is highly selective and in fact, the chronological
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concept of time is not the principle which makes the events it contains hang together. But if one dismisses time as the principle which
makes the events of a historical narrative hang together one has to
look for another principle. As soon as one does this, one has also
dismissed the idea that the composition of a historical narrative is a
mere job of reporting or of observing how events succeed one another
in time. This dismissal is a little like filleting a fish: one takes the
bones out and then is left with the wobbly flesh. I once read a science
fiction story in which a man had been filleted and was left wobbling
with his unsupported flesh like a small mollusc.
But there is no point in running to science fiction: for if there is
one thing that is certain it is that historical narratives are not like
molluscs. They do have skeletons—only, these skeletons do not consist of the concept of time. However events in a narrative hang
together, they do not hang together by the way in which they succeed
one another in time. The composition of a historical narrative is therefore not simply a matter of empirical reportage. If this matter of
simple empirical reporting be considered morally virtuous, the writing
of history is not a particularly morally meritorious activity.
The only way in which I can conceive of single events hanging
together in a narrative is with the help of universal laws. When a
historian fastens his attention on a single event, he must then look
for a universal law about this event. The universal law will have the
form of an 'if . . . . then . . . proposition. And the original single
event must be the antecedent. He must then search in his source
material for the consequent. If he can find it, he can consider his
original single event to hang together with the newly found one. If
he cannot find such an event, he will have to abandon the universal
law and seek another one.
1
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The truth of this matter is much more complicated than I have been able
to indicate for the purpose of this argument. I have assumed that it is possible
to conceive of a simple time series. But this is not really true — because not
only does any one such series consist of an infinite number of 'facts'; but also at
any one moment of time, there happen on any one square mile alone, an infinite
number of simultaneous 'facts'. Any conceivable time series consists therefore not
only of an infinite number of facts succeeding one another; but also of an infinite
number of facts happening simultaneously.
It is very widely held that to the historian any one single event leads
straight to another single event without the intervention of a universal law. It
is difficult to understand how this view could have found so much support. The
only likely explanation is that its supporters, who are invariably philosophers and
not practising historians, have been misled by taking existing narratives at their
face value. In many narratives the intervening universal laws are not explicitly
stated and unless one is a practising historian and knows the problems involved
in the construction of a narrative, one could be easily misled into thinking that
the single facts as they succeed one another in the narrative are a straight
portrait of how they succeed one another in 'history' or reality. Without sounding
disrespectful, this view is like the view of the city dweller who does not know
about cows and thinks that milk is a white liquid manufactured as well as bottled
in a plant. 'For every historical fact is given in some specific context in which
it leads on to some other fact.' (M. Mandelbaum, The Problem of Historical
Knowledge, New York, 1939, p. 200. For similar views see W. H. Dray, Laws
and Explanation in History, Oxford, 1957, pp. 157-8; W. H. Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History, London, 1951, p. 23.)
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In order to understand the full implications of this way of establishing the connection between one proposition in a narrative and
another, let us examine a random list of single events—the sort of list
which might have been prepared by a documentary positivist. It looks
very much like a mollusc narrative and one brief glance at it is sufficient to convince one that it bears no resemblance to a narrative:
1. Napoleon gets up.
2. Napoleon brushes his teeth.
3. Napoleon feels a slight pain in his cheek.
4. Napoleon receives a message that the Austrian Army is advancing.
5. Napoleon eats his breakfast.
6. Napoleon signs a marching order for his army.
7. Napoleon sees his doctor about the pain.
8. Napoleon's armies begin to move.
9. Napoleon gets dressed.
10. Napoleon presides at a meeting of his generals.
11. Napoleon rebukes one of his generals.
It consists of 11 propositions, but one can easily surmise that an
infinite number of additional propositions can be interspersed between
Nos. 1 and 11. In order to provide a skeleton for the mollusc, there is
therefore no chance of finding it in the notion of time. But if we
make use of the notion of universal law, we can soon provide a
skeleton for a select number of propositions. Take, to begin with, the
universal law, 'If a person has a pain, he will see a doctor'. This law
will connect Nos. 3 and 11 by establishing a relationship of deducibility between them. And one has then a brief narrative. Or take the
universal law, 'If a person has a pain, he will see a doctor'. This law
will establish such a relationship between Nos. 3 and 7. Or, again,
take the law, 'If a man wants power and is at war with his enemies,
he will counteract the movements of their forces with the movements
of his forces'. With the help of this law, Nos. 4, 6, 8 and 10 will fall
into a historical series and constitute a narrative. In the historical
narrative, the universal law, as a rule, is not mentioned explicitly.
For the most part, the laws employed by historians are so trivial and
so widely known, that it would be superfluous to mention them. But
if one is interested in the logical analysis of a narrative, one has to
recall the function of these laws and understand that without them,
there can be no narrative.
Even people who concede the argument up to this point have
tended to confuse it by introducing a red herring. They have expressed a reservation by insisting that there are hardly any specifically
'historical' general laws and that historical narratives can therefore not
3
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C f . my 'Historical Understanding', The Philosophical Quarterly, III (1953)
200-01.
e.g. A. Donagan, 'Explanation in History', Mind, LXVI (1957). It seems
that Donagan followed Morton G. White's mistaken insistence ('Historical Explanation', Mind, LII, 1943) that in historical explanation specifically 'historical'
terms ought to occur.
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depend on general laws to quite the extent to which I have argued.
The answer to this doubt is that there are indeed hardly any specifically 'historical' general laws and that this does not matter. Any
general law can fulfil the required function. It is true that the general
laws employed by historians have a sociological or political flavour
more often than a physiological or geological flavour. But historians also
make use of psychological laws—often to an extent which is alarming
when their own personal experience as university professors is much
more limited than the range of experience of the people they apply
them to. And mostly, the general laws used are so trivial in content
that they are not stated and defy classification. At any rate, since
history may be concerned with anything that is past, it would be
extremely difficult to imagine which of the countless general laws
which make up our knowledge could be considered to be specifically
'historical'.
Although historians have practised this method ever since the
beginning of story telling, we owe its explicit description and justification to Karl Popper. 5 His description was made available in English
and applied explicitly to historical narratives by C. G. Hempel.
More recently it has become known as the 'Covering Law Theory
of History' because this is the name it was given by W. Dray in his
book Laws and Explanation in History (1957). Unfortunately Dray
completely misunderstood both Popper and Hempel and therefore
took a very critical view of it. Dray's criticism of the covering law
description of historical narrative has acquired some notoriety. I
cannot myself quite understand the force of his criticism but it seems
to amount to this. Dray, significantly, chooses an example not from
history but from motor-cars. He supposes that his engine seized up
and that he looks for an event which hangs together with this event.
The covering law theory would suggest that one find a universal
law, such as 'when there is a leak in the oil reservoir, the engine
will seize up'. If one then discovers that the oil had indeed leaked
from the reservoir, this event would then hang together with the
seizing up of the engine. But he points out, rightly, that the seizure
6

7

Logik der Forschung, Vienna, 1935, pp. 26 ff. Now available as The Logic
of Scientific Discovery, London, 1959, pp. 59 ff. Popper's formulation is also in
The Open Society and Its Enemies, London, 1945, II, 248-52, 342-3. Popper
showed that all 'causal' explanations take the form of the deduction of a
prognosis from a general law and an initial condition. Popper himself was more
interested in showing what constitutes an explanation. But since the general law
provides the link between the two particular propositions (i.e. the initial condition
and the prognosis) his formulation is clearly applicable to the problem of how
two particular propositions which are not connected by their succession in time
can hang together.
'The Function of General Laws in History', Journal of Philosophy, XXXIX
(1942).
op. cit., pp. 68 ff. M. Scriven ('Truisms as the Ground for Historical
Explanations' in P. Gardiner, ed., Theories of History, Glencoe, 1959. p. 445)
denies categorically that historical accounts have to contain general laws. The
example he discusses is taken from rocket science and even superficial analysis
reveals that he is completely wrong in maintaining that the explanation given
'contains no general laws'.
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of the engine hangs together with the leak of oil only via a lot of
other single events, such as that the pistons will not move when the
cylinder walls are dry, and so forth. Dray concludes from this that
the covering law which was invoked first, is superfluous, because what
really makes him understand the seizure of the engine is the series
of single events by which it had come about. He thinks, if I understand him correctly, that the series of single events leading to the
seizure is a substitute for the covering law. But this does not seem
to be true. For what he calls the series of single events leading up
to the seizure is known to him only through the functioning of other
universal laws. Without other general laws, he would never get such
a series and I cannot agree with him, therefore, that the series is a
substitute for the covering law. If there were no general laws at all,
he would be faced by a mollusc-like collection of single events and
by nothing else. His having a series of steps leading to the seizure
of the engine depends on his having a skeleton; and this skeleton must
be a covering law or a set of covering laws. Let us consider his series:
1. Leak in reservoir.
2. Oil runs Out of reservoir.
3. No oil gets into the cylinders.
4. Cylinder walls are dry.
5. Pistons do not move.
6. Engine seizes up.
The first covering law used establishes a connection between 1 and
6. Now Dray observed rightly that this general law is very vague and
that one gets a much better series if one takes in Nos. 2, 3, 4 and
5. But unfortunately he forgets that 2, 3, 4 and 5 make a series only
because of further universal laws. So although it is true that 2, 3, 4
and 5 make a series the end of which is 6, this is so only because
we can invoke other laws which establish the connection between
2, 3, 4 and 5. The series 2, 3, 4 and 5 is therefore no substitute for
covering laws in general; but only an alternative to the first, vague,
general covering law.
Before proceeding with the argument, I would like to pause in
order to admit that there is indeed a real alternative to the covering
law. It consists in a supernatural assumption and it is of some
importance because in the middle ages quite a lot of history was
written on the basis of this assumption. If one envisages a supernatural order of events revealed in the Bible, one can write a lot of
history, the value of which can be regarded as symbolic. If one
believes, for instance, that Satan is fighting God and that one of his
attributes is greed, one will have, in the supernatural order, a connection between God and Satan. One can then turn to this world
and connect an act of spiritual worship, made possible by the use
of a piece of church property, with an act of greed which renders
spiritual worship impossible because a layman has been invested with
that piece of church property. In this way one can connect the alienation of church property with human greed and consider the connection
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to depend not on a covering law but on the antagonism which exists in
the supernatural order between God and Satan. In this sense, the
alienation of church property is considered a symbol of Satan's war
against God; and when alienations of church property are frequent,
one can conclude that Satan is gaining the upper hand in the supernatural drama. This way of writing history does not depend on
covering laws but on a supernatural assumption and the supernatural
assumption provides the skeleton which turns the mollusc into a viable
vertebrate. In brief, in this method it is assumed that there is a story
already known; and that one can construct another story by stringing
together events which have taken place and which are considered
the symbols of the events in the initial story. The events in the initial
story are considered the exemplartj cause of the symbols. In the
middle ages a great deal of history was written in this fashion. This
kind of medieval historiography is known as symbolic historiography
for it treats events in this world as symbolic of events in another
world. In this kind of writing, covering laws are not required because
there is assumed to exist a story with a skeleton on another, supernatural, plane. Medieval symbolic historiography was only a special
instance of a much more widespread practice of writing history in
terms of mythical patterns. More ancient writers were methodologically less explicit than medieval historians. But in principle this alternative does not present us with a serious problem. If anything, it
confirms the view that in order to construct a historical narrative, one
must have a skeleton other than a mere time sequence; and that only
if a skeleton is provided by a supernatural story or a myth, there is
no need for covering laws. But I do not wish to pursue the possibility
of such skeletons because they would lead us too far from what we
ordinarily understand by historical narrative.
Let us return instead to the argument. If one realises that the
universal laws used by historians provide a criterion of selection of
the events which will form a historical series, one will understand
that we always ought to be very aware of the distinction between
the totality of things that happen in this world and the things reported
in historical narratives. I would like to call the totality of events the
res gestae; and the events which figure in a narrative the historia
rerum gestarum. With this distinction it will be granted that the view
that history is the record of past events is an absurd view. It is nothing
of the sort. It is instead a highly selective record of past events. One
cannot therefore say that one is studying the past in order to understand the present. Similarly, the time honoured distinction between
history as the science of particular events and sociology (or the natural
sciences) as the science of universal laws, breaks down. For one cannot form a historical narrative without the employment of universal
laws.
This last statement, however, far from being a conclusion, poses
an oddly complicated problem. If universal or general laws are to be
8
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Cf. my 'History and Myth', The Philosophical Quarterly, VI (1956).
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employed, how are we to know whether they are true? Normally one
would say that they are true if one knows of a great many particular
instances which support them. If we have a general law which says
that power corrupts, its truth depends on our ability to find a reasonable number of instances in which men have power and have been
corrupted by it. But in finding even one single instance of a connection between a man who has power and who has been corrupted, we
have already constructed a mini-narrative, so that we are now faced
with the unenviable conclusion that we are engaged in a circular
activity. We want to use a general law—in order to be able to use
it, we must test—to test it, we have to find out whether what it says
is really the case—in order to find this out, we must build a miniature
narrative of at least two propositions—and having done this, we proclaim the general law fit to be used for constructing a narrative. There
seems to be no way of getting away from this circularity. But it does
not appear to invalidate the historian's method. It merely means that
while the historian cannot do without general laws, he must be careful to employ only those which are true—that is those the truth of
which is vouchsafed by his ability to construct a historical narrative
with their help. Which conclusion really means little more than the
old adage that the proof of the pudding is in the eating.
But there is, nevertheless, a rub to this. If the truth of a general
law to be employed for making two particular propositions hang
together as a narrative depends, in the first place, on the historian's
ability to find two such particular propositions in his source material,
the question must arise as to whether the historian is not entitled
to frame his general law in such a way that it connects any two
particular propositions the historian finds in his source material and
wishes to connect. If he finds propositions stating that Caesar was
bald and that Caesar crossed the Rubicon, he could conceivably frame
a general law to say that if a man is bald, he crosses the Rubicon
and add to it a time and a place specification to the effect that only
bald men called Caesar in the year 49 B.C. cross the Rubicon. The
historian would thus frame a 'general' law to the effect that all bald
men called Julius Caesar cross the Rubicon in 49 B.C. With the help
of this law he could make Caesar's baldness appear the 'cause' of the
9

Strictly speaking this is not correct. No limited number of particular instances can support, let alone verify, a general law. But for the sake of brevity,
I will use the present formulation. Whether through the formulation given to
the role of general laws in history or through some other reason, the view that
these laws are a body of true laws to be applied to history is widely held. Thus
it is believed that the truth of a historical narrative depends on the prior and
independently established truth of the general laws employed in its composition
and that if they are true, the historical narrative is true. For this view see W.
H. Dray, Philosophy of History, Englewood, 1964, p. 23 and M. Scriven, p. 444.
1 hope to show below that this view is completely untenable. There is no independent way of establishing the truth of the general laws to be employed; and,
therefore, no certain way of assuring the truth of a narrative by employing only
true laws. Some general laws were considered true at the time the historian is
writing about, but are no longer considered true at the time the historian is
writing. A narrative which employs only the latter is true in one sense; and
'untrue' in another. See note 12.
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crossing of the Rubicon. But since there is only one member in the
class of people referred to in this 'law', it cannot be considered a
general law and one can therefore have no confidence at all in its
truth.
It must therefore be admitted that if the general law is completely
ad hoc, one can have no confidence in the consequent argument, as
indeed it would be absurd to allege that Caesar's baldness was the
cause of his crossing the Rubicon. (If one wanted to establish a causal
connection between the baldness and the crossing, one would have
to provide a great deal of material about a possible inferiority complex due to his baldness, etc.) And yet, the matter cannot be disposed
of lightly. Consider, for example, the law that power corrupts. If one
allows that support for it may come from any period, any human
being and any place, then, given the vast varieties of human circumstances, it is very likely that it can be supported by a large number
of mini-narratives. But if there is such a wide range of possible
evidence, the fact that mini-narratives can be found in its support is
not terribly significant. If one allows an unlimited range for finding
support for a general law, one makes one's task too easy and one
could then be easily left with the following situation. One establishes
the truth of a general law by producing the necessary mini-narratives
from one's own observation in a large modern industrial city. Having
found the necessary evidence, one then uses it to supply the connection between two isolated particular events which took place in a
medieval, rural setting. Again, given the fact that even in this rural
setting there is available a vast variety of particular events, it is quite
conceivable that there are two which can be connected with the help
of this particular law. But our ability to find two such facts does not
really mean anything very significant.
We are therefore led to the conclusion that a general law supported by any facts whatever, no matter how numerous, is not really
much better than a 'general' law which is only an ad hoc formulation.
The historian, in his search for 'true' general laws must therefore try
to steer between the Scylla of ad hoc laws and the Charybdis of completely general laws of unlimited universality. The laws which he
should employ must therefore be laws of limited universality. They
should refer to certain places at certain times, that is, the evidence
in their support (the mini-narratives) should all come from a specified
place at a specified time. Such specification would make them clearly
no longer 'general' or 'universal'; and we are thus driven to the conclusion that many of the laws employed by the historian are of a
limited, rather than unlimited, universality. This limitation of the
range of applicability is the only genuine difference between the way
in which general laws function in the natural sciences and the way
in which they function in the human sciences.
10

This difference, though remarked on only in passing, is fundamental. In
the natural sciences any law which applies only to atoms on earth, or in France,
is suspect or of very limited use. In history, on the contrary, a completely
unspecified law is likely to have no empirical relevance at all, so that the limitation of the range, provided it is not too great, is a virtue, not a failing. Cf. my
Postulate of Sufficient Specification, 'Historical Understanding', The Philosophical
Quarterly, III (1953), 206-7.
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There is a very important distinction between plain narrative and
historical interpretation which gains new significance in the light of
this argument. I have argued above that most of the universal laws
employed by historians are trivial and therefore are not mentioned
explicitly in the narrative. While this is true, a great deal depends
nevertheless on the kind of universal law a historian chooses. The
progress of human knowledge consists in the invention of new universal laws, and this progress poses a very real problem to the historian.
Let us begin with Julius Caesar. Whenever Caesar reflected on his
life, he had to think of a historical narrative of it. He could only
have constructed such a narrative with the help of universal laws.
But the universal laws available to him were very much more limited
in number than the universal laws known to a modern historian.
Since Caesar's days we have discovered a great many universal laws
about the connection between toilet training and political radicalism,
about the connection between the institution of slavery and constitutional government, and so forth, all of which were quite unknown
to Caesar. The great question is, therefore, whether a modern historian
writing about Caesar is entitled to make use of universal laws which
could not have been known to Caesar himself.
At first sight, one could suggest a very simple distinction. If a
historian makes use of universal laws which were known to Caesar
and of no others, he is writing genuine history. One could even say
that he is being very empirical and is really reporting what happened
in the past. But I would like to stress that the 'reporting' here does
not depend on a mere listing of events in their sequence in time; but
on something much more sophisticated. The 'reporting' here depends
on the historian confining himself to the sort of thinking which is
similar to the thinking done by Caesar. If, however, he is using
universal laws known only to him, laws which could not have been
known to Caesar, then he is giving a historical interpretation.
11
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The range of choice of general laws available to historians is usually
underestimated. W. H. Dray (Philosophy of History, p. 23) writes that it is
argued by some that 'the only way to establish a conclusion about the past . . . .
is to argue, in accordance with empirical laws, that the events in question must
have occurred. The scientific model outlined by Hempel and others is thus
offered as an account of the structure of verification as well as of explanation.
Once again the notion of an ingredient value judgement is excluded by the very
idea of inquiry.' Dray contrasts (p. 24) this alleged objectivity with I. Berlin's
view that, although the historian must avoid outright censoriousness, he cannot
hope to avoid 'that minimal degree of moral or psychological evaluation which
is necessarily involved in viewing human beings as creatures with purposes and
motives'. Dray is wrong in thinking that these two views are exclusive of one
another. What Berlin says applies to the followers of Hempel, for they too have
to choose which laws they wish to use.
The problem is even more complicated. There are a great many general
laws which Caesar knew or could have known but which we no longer believe
to be true today. We take it for granted that the modern historian is obliged
not to use them for his narrative. But is he really entitled to dismiss these 'homemade models' as C. Levi-Strauss (Structural Anthropology, New York, 1963, p.
282) calls them? There is no room to discuss this matter here.
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The difficulty here is that this distinction is not really exhaustive.
For Caesar was certainly not omniscient, not even by the standards
of his age. If a historian then makes use of universal laws which
could have been known to Caesar but were in fact not known to
him, is he reporting or is he interpreting? But even here we could
envisage a methodological rule which says that he is reporting, provided he makes use of laws which could have been known to Caesar,
if he had been better educated. Unfortunately the matter does not
rest there. For if one draws too rigid a distinction between reporting
and interpreting, one will impoverish the study of history needlessly.
There is no real reason why one should regard the employment of
our knowledge of the connection between toilet training and political
radicalism as a mere interpretation. Admittedly Caesar could not have
known of the connection. But if there is a connection, it must have
existed in Caesar's days too; and in that case the employment of this
knowledge is not just an interpretation, even though Caesar could not
have availed himself of it. Also, Caesar may have had reasons of his
own, conceivably conscious ones, for selecting one universal law
rather than another. There is no reason why a historian should feel
obliged to follow him in this choice. And yet a refusal to follow him
amounts, on the proposed distinction, to interpretation.
What I am really trying to probe is this. Once we admit the necessity of employing universal laws in the construction of a historical
narrative, the gap between mere reporting and interpretation becomes
very narrow and one can see that the gap between a philosophy of
history and the composition of a mere narrative is not nearly as great
as is commonly believed.
The clearest way of looking at this gap, such as it is, is by saying
that a historical narrative is preponderantly philosophical, if the
number of covering laws employed is unusually small or if there is
one covering law only. In fact, if there is one covering law only such
as 'men respond creatively to an optimum challenge' (Toynbee) or
'consciousness is determined by economic circumstances' (Marx), the
gap between the resulting narrative and an ordinary narrative which
is eclectic in its choice of covering laws, is very wide. But it is worth
stressing that on the whole there is no absolute distinction between
an ordinary narrative and a philosophy of history and that the gap
between the two depends on how great a variety of covering laws
are used. If the covering laws employed are very small in number,
the flow of the narrative assumes a very strange shape, characteristic
of a philosophy of history. It looks as if it is written on the assumption that there is an over-riding developmental law which determines
the sequence of individual events. This impression gives such a
philosophy of history a very weird character—for it makes it look
as if individual wills were of no importance (which we know to be
untrue) and as if there is some iron necessity or destiny of which
the story related in the narrative is the expression. (This latter
impression could also, but need not, be due to the fact that the
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narrative does not employ covering laws at all, but belongs to the
symbolic or mythical type of writing, discussed above.)
But if one looks at such a philosophy of history in broad daylight,
one will soon discover that whatever parades as a developmental law
is nothing specially heinous but is rather an impression posterior
to the construction of the narrative. The narrative itself (unless it is
of the mythical variety) is constructed with the help of at least one
covering law. But since there is only one, it reads as if there was
something ineluctable about it and hence one infers the developmental law from the narrative; for the developmental law amounts
to an explicit formulation of this ineluctability. But it is important
to stress that the construction of the narrative precedes the developmental law, and that what looks like a developmental law ('feudalism
comes before capitalism and capitalism produces its own negation')
is derived from the narrative but is not its presupposition. For if the
author of such a philosophy of history had looked at the mollusc,
he could not have arrived, by studying the inchoate mass of data,
at a developmental law. Therefore, unless he culled it from myth,
he must have, first of all, constructed his narrative in the ordinary
way; and finally derived his so-called developmental law from that
narrative. A narrative written through the employment of a large
variety of covering laws is not likely to present itself as evidence for
a developmental law; but a narrative written with an unduly narrow
range of covering law will very readily look like evidence for a
developmental law. If this argument is correct, it follows that there
is not much point in objecting to developmental laws as such and
that in criticising them, one must criticise the narrative from which
13

This account of the gross circularity involved in the derivation of developmental laws (i.e. of laws of stages of evolution or of the succession of periods,
etc.) owes much to K. R. Popper's analysis in The Poverty of Historicism, London, 1957, esp. p. 111. But once this circularity is recognised and these developmental laws thus deprived of their appearance of being laws of 'absolute trends'
(ibid., p. 128) one could concede that they are little more than an extreme
consequence of constructing a historical narrative in a certain way. I cannot
reconcile myself to Popper's conclusion that such laws are qualitatively completely different from the 'if . . . then' laws employed in the composition of a
narrative. Developmental laws too are of the 'if . . . then' type; they are, however, so all-encompassing that they cannot be tested by any 'raw material' but
can only be supported by already constructed narratives and, for the most part,
by narratives constructed in a very peculiar manner. For that matter, an ordinary
narrative cannot be tested by reference to raw material either; for any event is
the result of a gathering-up process. Its occurrence in a modern narrative can be
supported by its occurrence in an ancient chronicle or charter. But both chronicle
and charter are the result of someone having put them together; and if we
pursue this thought, we find there is no such thing as the 'raw material'. To test
a historical narrative is to test it aeainst another narrative and to test that
narrative is to test it against yet another one. It is like a set of Chinese boxes,
except that there is no last box. This again would show that the difference
between a developmental law and an ordinary narrative is a matter of degree.
Perhaps the strongest case against developmental laws is this. If the narrative
contains a large number of covering laws — and if it is a good narrative it must
— then each event is causally linked to its successor. In such a case the explicit
formulation of a developmental law is redundant. If, however, the narrative is
a bad narrative and mollusc-like, then the assertion that it exhibits a developmental law is false.
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they are derived and above all the narrow range of covering laws
employed in the construction of the narrative—which narrowness
alone is responsible for providing the evidence which justifies the
developmental law. The distinguishing mark of a philosophy of
history lies therefore not in the establishment of a developmental
law; but in the construction of the narrative which is alleged to be
the verification of the developmental law.
If one looks at the gap between an ordinary narrative and a
philosophy of history from another angle, one will also see that it
is not so great. It does not take much to see that the manner in which
a historical narrative is constructed with the help of a universal law
amounts to providing causal explanations. Whatever event one takes,
one can give a causal explanation of it with the help of a universal
law. Take No. 11 in the Napoleon series. With the help of the
universal law 'if a person has a pain he will be easily irritable', No.
3 will appear as its cause. We may therefore conclude that every
historical narrative has its causal explanations built in.
This is an observation with tremendously important implications.
It means, first of all, that any historical narrative makes real sense in
terms of causality. It appears, by the very nature of the case, as an
analysis in terms of causation. And this creates a problem. For
there is no reason for believing that the way things happen is such
a causal way. If one could survey (one can't, but imagine one could)
the res gestae, as distinct from the mere historia rerum gestarum, one
would see that events follow one another in time contingently. In
our Napoleon series, for instance, there is only a contingent connection between 3 and 4 or between 7 and 8. But any historian writing
14
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This argument becomes even more plausible if one recalls how Marx and
Toynbee wrote their philosophies of history. They did not begin by watching
res gestae; but made use of countless historiae rerum gestarum written by other
people. Then they wrote or, at least, conceived, their own historia rerum gestarum
and finally derived their developmental laws from it. Their hybris consists not
in discovering a developmental law but in alleging that no historiae rerum
gestarum have intervened between res gestae and their developmental law. If
we dismiss them because we know that no amount of study of res gestae can
yield a developmental law, we take them uncritically at their face value. It is
more realistic to call their bluff by pointing at the intervening narratives. If we
do this, we do not necessarily make their developmental laws appear 'true' —
for they appear true, not absolutely, but only in reference to the particular
narrative provided by Marx and Toynbee (narratives which are constructed with
the help of an idiosyncratically narrow range of covering laws); but we do
manage to account for the peculiar and otherwise quite inexplicable fact that,
if not exactly true, these philosophies of history are usually extremely interesting.
They are so because, after all, they are based on perfectly good narrative, the
only peculiarity of which is the narrow range of covering laws employed.
A historical account is therefore always a genetical account: it tells us how
something came into being; or it deals with a segment of how something came
into being. It differs from a mere sequence of events in time and exhibits causal
connections rather than chronological or temporal connections. It is important to
bear this in mind in view of the frequent disputes in sociology and social
anthropology between the 'historical' and the 'functional' method. The historical
method leads to a genetico-causal explanation of an institution; but such an
explanation is not necessarily helpful when one wants to understand how an
institution functions. There is a perfectly good ungenetic sense of 'cause' in
connection with function.
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about Napoleon must construct his narrative in such a way as to
make the reader understand that one event led to another. He is
not obliged, of course, to omit all contingent events; but if he mentions too many, his narrative will fail to make sense. The construction of a narrative therefore, forces the historian to play down contingency and to create instead the impression that the sequence of
events depends on causation. One can put this quite briefly by saying
that a historical narrative always makes more sense than the succession of events actually has. This is due to the fact that the time series
(events ordered in a purely chronological way) is not identical with
the causal series. Post hoc is not the same as ergo hoc; although the
historian, when he has finished his labours, has done his best to
create the illusion that it is.
If one examines this situation one might at first sight be forced to
believe that the historian is something like an outside intruder who
imposes an extraneous order upon the events he has singled out.
But I am not happy about this notion of 'outside intruder'. He is not
all that outside; for even Napoleon himself, the moment he starts
to reflect upon what is happening, has to employ universal laws and
thus in his own mind, there appears already an order somewhat
greater than is warranted by the contingency of events. If looked
at in this way, the historian is not so much an outside intruder as a
man who continues the reflective process begun by Napoleon himself.
But even if one grants this and does not therefore see the historian
as an outside intruder, one cannot escape the impression that the
historian, like Napoleon himself, by making use of a universal law
in order to find the next event to be reported, knows something more
of the outcome than was known at the time of the first event. If we
use, for example, the universal law 'If a person has a pain he will
be easily irritated', we know the moment we seize upon No. 3 that
the next step is No. 11. But neither Napoleon himself nor anybody
else at the moment at which No. 3 occurred, could have known that
there is a causal connection between 3 and 11. On the contrary, at
the moment at which 3 occurred, it was through its position in time
connected with 2 and 4; and that connection was a contingent one.
All reflection amounts to this: it fillets the res gestae by taking away
its skeleton, the time order. And lest one be left with a mollusc, it
re-imports a causal order by stringing events together in terms of
a universal law. So we cannot escape the conclusion that the reflective
process which leads to the construction of a historical narrative, even
though it may have been begun by the person the narrative is about,
must always fail to do justice to the contingency of events and import
16
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The historian always endeavours to make his narrative 'acceptable' by
assimilating it to a causal series. But if he is a good historian, he must just stop
short of making it appear predictable. Cf. the remarks by W. B. Gallie,
Philosophy and the Historical Understanding, London, 1964, Ch. 2, esp. pp.
29-33; and my review, Political Studies, XIV (1966), 380-2.
See my 'Professor Ryle's "Concept of Mind" ', The Cambridge Journal, IV
(1951), 296-7.
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a casual order to the res gestae. But just because this reflective process may have been begun by the person the narrative is about, the
modern historian is not so much an outside intruder as a continuator
of that process.
There is another implication of the observation that every narrative
has a causal explanation built in. There has been much controversy
about genetical accounts. It is often alleged that a genetical account
of how a certain situation has arisen is a causal account. Against
this, others allege that a genetical account is very different from a
causal explanation. But if the causal explanation is built into the
narrative, there can be no absolute distinction between a genetical
account and a causal explanation. A genetical account is simply a
narrative; and such a narrative is a historia rerum gestarum and it
contains causal explanations. The whole controversy as to whether
a genetical account is or is not a causal explanation arose because
both parties assumed that a genetical account is a mere report of
how events succeeded one another in time. If it were such an account
of mere temporal succession, one would indeed have to admit that
a genetical account is not a causal explanation. But the very notion
of a genetical account as a mere report of res gestae as they succeed
one another in time is nonsensical. And therefore the whole dispute
is without foundation; every historical narrative is a genetical account;
and not a report of how events succeeded one another in time.
If any historical account has a causal explanation built in, it would
appear wrong to ask what the cause or causes of a whole set of
historical events such as the outbreak of the second World War or
the fall of the Roman Empire were. Historians, of course, are unfortunately very accustomed to asking such questions. But if the argument which I have presented is correct, such questions are redundant.
Such questions would only make sense if one could be sure that the
res gestae between say 350 A.D. and 600 A.D. amounted, without
further reflection, to the fall of the Roman Empire. But of course
they do not. The res gestae in that span of time include millions of
events which cannot even remotely be said to have anything to do
with the fall of the Roman Empire. The whole idea that the Roman
Empire fell is the result of a process of selection and of the construction of a narrative—the outcome of which is a narrative of the
fall of the Roman Empire. But such a narrative must have its own
causal explanations built in. It is therefore absurd to ask what the
causes of the fall, over and distinct from the causes contained in the
narrative, were. It is like describing the seizing up of the engine of
18

Understood in this sense, it can be seen that the historian's construction
of a narrative is justified because it is a mere continuation of the reflective process initiated by the person or persons he is writing about. Whatever distortion
is introduced into res gestae by turning it into historia rerum gestarum is no more
than a continuation of the distortion introduced by the reflective process itself.
This process may have been initiated by the person the historian is writing about;
or it could have been initiated by him; or by someone very close to him. At any
rate, we see here both the root and the justification of the Hegel-Croce-Collingwood view that all history is the history of thought.
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Dray's motor car and then asking what had caused it. There are
many histories of the fall of the Roman Empire; and all one can do
is to examine the causal explanations which are inherent in the narratives. But there is no sense in imagining that there was such a thing
as the fall of the Roman Empire and then examine whether Gibbon's
or RostovtzefFs or Seeck's causal explanation is the right one.
The difficulty which stands in the way of a correct understanding
of this matter is not hard to see. Every single event in the Napoleon
series is of course not just simply a single event in an absolute sense.
Every event can be broken up into other events. And there is an
important sense in which it is true that the single events I have
treated as such, like Napoleon brushing his teeth, is a compound
event, that is, the result of a historical narrative. But for practical
purposes, we are entitled to draw the line somewhere and to say
that Napoleon brushing his teeth is a single event which need not be
broken down and considered the result of constructing a narrative.
Similarly, we can gather almost all of the 11 events in the series as
one event and talk of it as Napoleon's levee. But such gathering up
cannot be continued indefinitely; and when we come to the fall of
the Roman Empire we cannot possibly claim that we have here a
single event which ought to become the raw material of a historical
narrative. But since historians, unfortunately, are often enough unreflecting people, this is precisely what they have done. And hence
they have been misled into wondering what causal explanations could
be given of this 'event'. But if one realises that the gathering up of
events into one single event cannot be continued indefinitely, one
must conclude that Gibbon's Decline and Fall and RostovtzefFs story
are not two attempts to depict one and the same event; but are two
completely different historical narratives. There is not one set of events
with two different causal explanations, Gibbon's and RostovtzefFs; but
two narratives of sets of events, each containing its own causal
explanation.
19
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A perusal of S. Mazzarino's fascinating The End of the Ancient World,
Eng. tr. by G. Holmes, London, 1966, will make this point clear although Mazzarino himself does not state it explicitly. His book is a comparative study of all
the views which have been advanced in explanation of the end of the ancient
world. A comparison of these views shows how slender the evidence employed
by each author is. In fact, each author does no more than provide a special
narrative of the decline of a single institution or habit, and if one compares the
narratives, one finds that they hardly even overlap.
One can test this easily enough by asking such a question as 'what caused
the second World War?' The notion 'the second World War' is not something
that is given and that can be looked at and studied. If it were, it would indeed
make sense to inquire what 'caused' it. The 'second World War' is the result
of historical reflection and it depends entirely on the nature of that reflection
whether one considers it to have been caused by the German invasion of Poland
or by Hitler's insanity or the traditional aggressiveness of the Prussian army
or German resentment against Versailles, etc. In a certain narrative of the second
World War, the jack-booted soldiers' crossing of the Polish frontier may appear
as a cause; and in another narrative, the cause may appear to have been the
strange circumstances of Hitler's childhood, and so forth. There is no absolute
cause; and any cause is relative to the picture one forms of the series of events
called 'the first World War' or 'the second World War'. The historians who have
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With the view I have here put forward, I hope to have made an
attempt at bridging the gap between empirical history and the
philosophy of history. It is not that I grant the gap and have endeavoured to build a precarious bridge. I have, rather, attempted
to show that on a realistic assessment of what happens when a historical narrative is constructed, the historian is engaged in a task far
more precarious and speculative than he is normally prepared to
admit and that there is little reason for the historian to pretend that
he is a simple matter-of-fact empiricist who relates how contingent
events follow one another in time; and that there is little ground for
his frequent contemptuous asides about the man who approaches
history philosophically and who is, because of his refusal to stick to
the facts, morally inferior.
In conclusion I would like to permit myself a remark about the
notion of time. In the course of the present argument, I have repeatedly stressed that the notion of time has little to do with the
composition of a historical narrative and have dismissed the view
that the historian is a man who records the succession of events in
their sequence of time. But I would like to stress that the notion
of time which I have thus dismissed as irrelevant to the historical
narrative is a purely chronological notion. If one were psychologically
more realistic, one would argue that this chronological notion of time
is a purely mechanical construction which has its place (or has it?)
in mechanics but nowhere else. What appears to us as the phenomenon of time is something quite different—and for the most part
something which is not the basis or the skeleton of the historical
narrative but the precipitate of a historical narrative. What most of
us consider as time is indeed not the regular succession of the seconds
and minutes marked by our wrist watches (mine, being very much
a historian's watch, is far from regular in marking the passage of
minutes—a curiosity which has much puzzled my watchmaker who
claims he can detect no mechanical fault in it), but the rhythm in
which events depicted in a historical narrative stand to one another.
The narrative depends on the universal laws we employ. And the
sense of time I have depends on the narratives I am familiar with.
And so a historian's sense of time may well be the best clue to the
kind of universal laws he is likely to employ.
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engaged in the heated debates surrounding F. Fischer's Griff nach der Weltmacht, Diisseldorf, 1964, and A. J. P. Taylor's The Origins of the Second World
War, London, 1961, would do well to heed this.

