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You have reckoned that history ought to judge the past and to instruct the contemporary world as to the future. The present attempt does not yield to that high office. It will merely tell how it really was.


—Ranke


Use every man after his desert, and who shall ’scape whipping?


—Shakespeare













Introduction


IN AN AGE OF SPECIALIZATION and secularization, Herbert Butterfield’s diverse accomplishments are as extraordinary for their resistance to these predominant cultural movements as for their insight and prescience. Butterfield achieved success as both a public intellectual and as an academic historian in a variety of fields ranging from historiography and international relations to the history of England in the eighteenth century and the history of the scientific revolution. He also maintained a sincere fidelity to the Augustinian Christianity of his upbringing.1 He was a committed and respected scholar whose influence over the development of modern historiography, the history of science, and the English School of international relations is widely acknowledged. His understanding of his faith informed the development of his ideas about the nature and limits of political activity at the domestic and international levels.


While not a conventionally systematic thinker, Butterfield was a prolific and erudite writer with a penetrating intelligence and a shrewd grasp of many of the central intellectual and moral issues of his day. His essays are remarkable for their highly epigrammatic style and effortless accessibility, qualities which contributed to his reputation inside and outside of academia. He was also a notable contrarian, always questioning the conventional wisdom of the day.2 Butterfield’s work is remarkable for its depth of insight and for its diversity and breadth.


He is best remembered for his early historiographical essay The Whig Interpretation of History (1931), which made his name amongst academic historians and popularized the notion that the historical past is somehow distinctive or different from a merely practical account of the past. This notion that historical explanation entails a sympathetic understanding of the past in its particularity or independence from present concerns was also being given a philosophical elaboration by thinkers like R. G. Collingwood and Michael Oakeshott, but Butterfield translated the somewhat arcane language of the philosophers into a medium that has had a decisive influence on European and American historians ever since.


His essays on the origins of modern historical explanation and on the origins of modern science basically created the modern disciplines of the history of historiography and the history of science. These investigations into the emergence of the historical and scientific consciousness profoundly influenced such contemporary thinkers as J. G. A. Pocock and Thomas Kuhn. Butterfield was one of the first contemporary thinkers to place the scientific revolution at the heart of Western modernity, and was also one of the first historians to recognize the radical novelty of modern historical experience. Isaiah Berlin traced this new way of conceiving the past in terms of its divergence from and irrelevance to the practical concerns of the present to Giambattista Vico, noting that “the task of the historian [now] was not merely to establish facts and give causal explanations for them, but to examine what a situation meant to those involved in it, what their outlook was, by what rules they were guided, what ‘absolute presuppositions’ (as Collingwood called them) were entailed in what they (but not other societies, other cultures) said and did.”3 The revolution in historical consciousness brought about a new awareness of the foreignness of the past.


In addition to his work as an academic historian, Butterfield made significant contributions to the field of international relations and his various essays on politics and the development of liberty in the modern world constitute a somewhat disparate but substantial understanding of political life. In these areas, it becomes obvious that Butterfield’s commitment to his Christian faith was not a merely factitious aspect of his life, but instead the central feature of his conception of political and moral life. Butterfield’s Augustinian emphasis on the ubiquity of sin and the importance of the individual personality led him to develop a religious version of the skeptical liberalism of his native England, and his vision of politics informed his historically sensitive conception of the international order. This skeptical liberalism provided the basis for a critique of ideological politics both domestically and internationally, and a condemnation of the dangers of hubristic or self-righteous crusading in international affairs. Indeed, Butterfield’s skeptical liberalism offers a compelling alternative to a contemporary political world defined primarily by its Manichean distinctions and its quasi-religious conflicts.4


Herbert Butterfield was born on October 7, 1900, in Yorkshire, England.5 He was the son of devout working-class Methodists. His father, who had once aspired to be a Methodist minister, left school early upon the death of Butterfield’s grandfather and worked at a local wool factory, eventually becoming chief clerk in the firm. From a young age, Butterfield entertained thoughts of becoming a minister himself, and in fact eventually became a lay minister in the Methodist church, preaching in his native Yorkshire and at Cambridge. He attended the local grammar school at Keighley before matriculating at Cambridge University as a scholarship student.


At Cambridge, he was a student at Peterhouse College, which was notable for its strength in history. Sir Adolphus Ward, one of the editors of the first Cambridge Modern History, was the Master of Peterhouse at the time, and Harold Temperley, a noted diplomatic historian who became Butterfield’s intellectual mentor, was a fellow there when Butterfield matriculated. Butterfield graduated with a double first in history and won several academic prizes along the way. He was subsequently elected a Fellow of Peterhouse, and would remain affiliated with the college in some way for the rest of his life.


His first work of academic history, The Peace Tactics of Napoleon, 1806–8, was published in 1928. It manifested the influence of Temperley and is a model of what Butterfield would subsequently call technical history. In that same year, he married Edith Joyce Crawshaw, with whom he would have three sons. Crawshaw was the daughter of a Methodist minister, and the sister of one of Butterfield’s friends. Her interests were more artistic than historical, though she did assist in proofreading his work and preparing it for publication. In 1931, The Whig Interpretation of History, the book that would become most closely associated with his name, was published to mixed reviews. Although Butterfield was still a very young man, he had written a defense of the autonomy of history which would become a central text in the historiography of the twentieth century.


At the end of the decade and in the dark years preceding World War II, he wrote a short biography of Napoleon which was published in 1939 and a brief examination of the political and historical ideas of Machiavelli entitled The Statecraft of Machiavelli (1940). Both of these works contain a subtle message concerning the dangers of modern revolutionary politics. This message was more explicitly affirmed in The Englishman and His History (1944), in which Butterfield, while maintaining his critical stance toward Whig historians, offered a celebration of the Whig political tradition of ordered liberty. In 1944, Butterfield was named professor of modern history at Cambridge.


In October 1949, in a burst of prolificness, Butterfield came out with three books: George III, Lord North, and the People, 1779–80; The Origins of Modern Science, 1300–1800; and Christianity and History. The first was Butterfield’s second and last major work of technical history and focused on a series of crises which challenged the traditional character of British politics in the eighteenth century and provided a glimpse of the kind of mass politics more closely associated with the French Revolution and the rise of nationalism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The second was based upon lectures which Butterfield originally offered at Cambridge under the auspices of its Committee on the History of Science. The book made the significant claim, which has been widely accepted, that the scientific revolution, not the Renaissance or Reformation, should be considered the true beginning of the modern world. The book also made a substantial contribution to the creation of the history of science as a field of study. The third book, Christianity and History, was based upon lectures which Butterfield originally offered at Cambridge and which were broadcast by the BBC. Their tremendous popularity made Butterfield a public figure. In them, Butterfield elaborated a distinction between technical or academic history and prophetic history which would become central to his political work, while defending a specifically Christian conception of the human past and of the singular importance of human personality.


In 1951, a collection of Butterfield’s essays entitled History and Human Relations was published and The Whig Interpretation of History was reissued. These works cemented Butterfield’s reputation as the preeminent historiographer of his day, while further burnishing his credentials as a Christian voice in public affairs. In 1953, Christianity, Diplomacy, and War, Butterfield’s first extended foray into international relations, was published. Butterfield offered a defense of Augustinian skepticism in international relations while making a critique of ideology and the self-righteous style of politics that ideology entails. The book attracted the attention and approbation of Reinhold Niebuhr and Hans Morgenthau, and eventually led to the creation of the British Committee on the Theory of International Relations (BCTIR), which Butterfield chaired.


Butterfield was elected the master of Peterhouse College in 1955. In the same year, Man on His Past, his influential Wiles Lectures on the history of historiography, was published. In it, Butterfield made claims concerning the novelty and significance of the emergence of historical consciousness in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which were similar to the ones he made about the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century. According to Butterfield, these two revolutions in consciousness are the primary intellectual achievements of the modern age. Like his earlier contribution to the history of science, Butterfield’s book played a central role in the development of the history of historiography in the twentieth century.


In 1958, with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation and with the help of Martin Wight, Butterfield founded the BCTIR. The committee was the fons et origo of the English School of International Relations, which has emphasized the importance of the notion of international order while offering compelling critiques of the one-sidedness of traditional Hobbesian realism and revolutionary Kantian idealism in international relations. While chairman of the BCTIR, Butterfield wrote International Conflict in the Twentieth Century and coedited Diplomatic Investigations with Martin Wight. During this period, he also served as vice chancellor of Cambridge University, the highest administrative office in the university, from 1959 to 1961.


Butterfield was named Regius Professor of History at Cambridge in 1963 and delivered the Gifford Lectures at Glasgow University in 1965 and 1966. The lectures would be posthumously published in 1981 as The Origins of History. In the lectures and the book, Butterfield examined the great variety of ways in which civilizations have conceived the past, while focusing on the specific interest in the past which developed in Western civilization as a result of the peculiar concatenation of Greek philosophy, Christian theology, and modern science. Butterfield was knighted in July 1968, and retired from the academy later that same year. He died on July 20, 1979, in Sawston, Cambridgeshire, where he had moved after his retirement.


Despite his working-class background, Butterfield lived the life of an English don and reveled in the peculiar eccentricities associated with such a life. Maurice Cowling notes that “he was modest and tolerant, was free of arrogance, and disliked the entrenched prescriptions of the progressive intellect. He felt a deep and irrational regard for rakes whom he much preferred to the ‘virtuous and stiff-necked.’ ”6 He had a marked streak of contrarianism, and in spite of being a lifelong teetotaler otherwise, he took up drinking during a fellowship year at Princeton in order to protest against the foolishness of prohibition.7 He was also a constant smoker and was known to be somewhat careless of his appearance, at least until he began to hold administrative positions of some significance at Peterhouse and Cambridge. He was short of stature and had a slight build, but he was not an unattractive person. Cowling suggests that Butterfield “combin[ed] a Shelleyesque beauty of feature with a great deal of hair and a certain tense volatility with a modestly attractive decisiveness of manner.”8 He was proud of his background, but he was often self-conscious about the Yorkshire accent which he retained throughout his life.


Butterfield was not only an extraordinarily prolific and successful historian and political thinker, but also an influential administrator during a time of tremendous upheaval at British universities. While his administrative talents were widely applauded, he was also noted as a man with a cynical streak who enjoyed academic politics in an almost unseemly way. Noel Annan, who describes Butterfield as “the most original historian of his generation,” also observes that “nothing pleased Butterfield more than plotting: he enjoyed academic intrigue.”9 Butterfield’s life, like so many lives in the modern age, was marked by a complexity that belies the facile reductionism of conventional biography. He combined an impish contrarianism and an almost puritanical devotion to academic history with a sincere and wholly admirable devotion to his family and to his faith.


In this book, I offer an introduction to the work of Herbert Butterfield. Although the work is primarily expository, I will also offer a critical appraisal of the significance of Butterfield’s work. The first chapter is devoted to an analysis of Butterfield’s conception of the logic of historical explanation and his defense of the autonomy of history. The second chapter focuses on Butterfield’s pioneering work in the history of historiography and the history of science, and concludes with an examination of Butterfield’s debate with Lewis Namier concerning the nature of historical understanding. The third chapter deals with Butterfield’s skeptical liberalism and his understanding of international order. I conclude with a brief assessment of the significance of Butterfield’s work and its relevance to contemporary questions, both academic and practical.










CHAPTER ONE THE AUTONOMY OF HISTORY



HERBERT BUTTERFIELD CAME TO PUBLIC prominence as the writer of a short book on historiography entitled The Whig Interpretation of History. Like Christianity and History and History and Human Relations, his other works on historiography, The Whig Interpretation of History consists of an unsystematic and sometimes uneven series of essays about some of the difficulties associated with historical research and explanation. Despite its somewhat haphazard character, the book exhibits a subtle and intuitive grasp of the fundamental issues in the field, and manifests the insightful and epigrammatic style characteristic of Butterfield’s writings on every subject. All of his historiographical work is animated by a consistent defense of the autonomous character of historical investigation and explanation. Though his later works also explore the nature of an explicitly Christian interpretation of the past, Butterfield consistently maintains the clear distinction that he made initially in The Whig Interpretation of History between the kind of explanation proper to what he terms on different occasions technical, academic, or scientific history, and the practical or prophetic impulse which informs the Christian reading of past events. This distinction is the key to Butterfield’s significance as a historiographer. His signal achievements in his historiographical essays are his elucidation and confirmation of the importance of the autonomy of historical explanation and his clarification of the necessity of that autonomy to objective historical scholarship.1 The autonomy of historical explanation lies, on the one hand, in its emancipation from the domination of practical, political, or religious concerns, and, on the other, in its development of both unique methods of investigation and of a specific logic of explanation distinguishing itself from the logic and methods of the natural sciences. The lasting significance of his work can be seen in the work of contemporary intellectual historians like Quentin Skinner, J. G. A. Pocock, et al., who continue to posit the same methodological prescriptions, whether they attribute them to Butterfield or not.




I.


According to the conventional interpretation of Butterfield’s work, there is an unresolved tension between his insistence upon the disciplinary and logical autonomy of what he calls technical history and his commitment to a practical Christian interpretation of the past.2 The tension manifests itself in two different ways. First, many note that Butterfield’s historical work often displays the weaknesses associated with what he calls the Whig interpretation of history. That is, he sometimes seems to read the past in terms of its contribution to a desired present state of affairs instead of conceiving the past in its independence from contemporary practical concerns. For instance, in The Englishman and His History, Butterfield writes that “the past, like the spent part of a cinematograph film, is coiled up inside the present… [A]part from any action we may take in some present conjuncture, the world is changing, and history is moving forward on her own account; and we ourselves must reckon with this process and use it—must conceive of ourselves as cooperating with history,… lying in wait for opportunity.”3 One of Butterfield’s most prominent protégés, J. G. A. Pocock, has jocularly referred to this as “Das Herbert Butterfield Problem.” 4 However, the mere appearance of inconsistency between his historical works and his historiographical essays does not necessarily undermine the validity of Butterfield’s account of technical history. After all, his defense of the autonomy of history rests on the internal coherence of its argument and its effectiveness as a description of the logic of historical practice, not on the pragmatic display of its effects or on the demonstration of his own perfect adherence to its methodological strictures.


A more important manifestation of the tension emerges within the later historiographical essays. In Christianity and History and History and Human Relations, Butterfield continues to hold that technical or academic history is an autonomous and independent kind of explanation, but introduces his own Christian version of the past as an equally valid and ultimately more complete conception of the human past. The logic of the connection between technical history and Christian or providential history is never made completely clear by Butterfield, and thus many writers have concluded that the tension between the two conceptions of the past undermines the coherence of his historiographical work. C. T. McIntire, who has written an extraordinarily comprehensive and well-argued intellectual biography of the man, argues that the tension between Butterfield the historian, who posits a categorical distinction between technical history and the providential past, and Butterfield the Christian, who posits a world unified and reconciled by the Christian faith, cannot be adequately resolved.5 This reading of Butterfield, which reflects a conception of the modern world as marked by the fragmentation of human consciousness, echoes the claims of philosophers like R. G. Collingwood and H. G. Gadamer, who both suggest that the disintegration of human consciousness which is characteristic of the modern experience of the world is a theoretically incoherent and spiritually debilitating kind of experience which must be overcome by a kind of Hegelian sublation of differences.6 For Collingwood and Gadamer, this sublation would create a practical and philosophical unity which respects the inherent historicity of human beings.


However, the fact that Butterfield never appears to be aware of the tension between technical history and Christian history suggests that he does not believe that the tension between them is real or, at least, enervating to either conception. Indeed, if the tension is only apparent, then his insistence that the two conceptions are different entails an elaboration of the logic of the two notions of the past, not an overcoming of the fragmentation of the modern self, and that elaboration is just what Butterfield offers. The notion that the past could be considered in a variety of logically distinct but noncontradictory ways was not a novel idea developed by Butterfield, and, in fact, there were two versions of this idea that were immediately available to him.


First, Michael Oakeshott, who was his exact contemporary and with whom he discussed these issues extensively during the time of his work on The Whig Interpretation of History, was developing a philosophy of history which makes a similar kind of distinction between the historical and practical pasts.7 Butterfield shared many interests with Oakeshott and undoubtedly engaged in conversations with him concerning the relationship between history, practice, and religion throughout the 1920s and 1930s. For Oakeshott, the distinction between the historical and practical past is ultimately a philosophical one between two very different worlds of experience which are constituted by differing presuppositions, and are thus not reducible to one another because they are logically irrelevant to each other.8 Butterfield’s distinction of technical history and Christian history owes less to an abstract philosophical position than to his experience as a practicing historian and to his rejection of secularized eschatological history. Nonetheless, despite the different sources of their distinctions, there was no logical necessity for either Oakeshott or Butterfield to attempt an ultimate reconciliation between history and practice or history and religion.


Butterfield’s rejection of secularized versions of eschatological history points in the direction of the second source of his awareness of the possibility of multiple pasts. Butterfield’s own conception of Christianity was informed by a deep and sincere Augustianism, and he was certainly conscious of the central place of St. Augustine in not only the theological development of Christianity but in the creation of a specifically Christian understanding of history.9 The Augustinian distinction between secular or profane history and sacred or Christian history was central to Butterfield’s way of conceiving the past. Like Butterfield so many centuries later, St. Augustine does not deny that there can be legitimate accounts of the past from a purely human perspective. These accounts point to no higher meaning and are not progressive in any way, but have a mundane logic of their own. As Karl Löwith observes, for St. Augustine “the historical process as such, the saeculum, shows only the hopeless succession and cessation of generations.”10 Thus, secular histories pale in ultimate importance to the central truth of human existence, which is that, through the absolute purity and goodness of His grace, God has offered sinful and, thus, unworthy human beings salvation through faith in His son, Jesus Christ. St. Augustine’s reading of human events in terms of the universal truths of the Christian story entails a providential conception of the past in which God’s will is understood to be the moving force of history. However, like the secular reading of the past, this kind of providential history is not progressive in the material sense.11 Instead, it is a practical story of individual redemption and salvation or failure and condemnation. Butterfield appropriates this Augustinian distinction between the things of God and things of the world, and it informs his understanding of the difference between technical history and the Christian or providential past, and his work on the practical, political, and moral present.12


Thus, Butterfield’s account of the distinction between the historical past and the practico-religious past need not be understood as a major source of tension in his work. Although he always insists upon the autonomy of technical history, he comments frequently on the limitations of such history and maintains that such history cannot provide human beings with the answers to the ultimate questions in life, which in his opinion are matters of a religious character. To use one his favorite metaphors, understanding the past as a technical historian means merely picking up the other end of the stick. Butterfield writes that “we may be too enslaved to the past, lacking the elasticity of mind that is necessary to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world.”13 His understanding of ‘elasticity of mind’ suggests a willingness to think about things not only from within different conceptual modes (e.g., historical, religious, scientific, etc.), but also from within different sets of ethical or practical presuppositions.








II. Technical History—The Whig Interpretation of History


In The Whig Interpretation of History, Herbert Butterfield makes the still controversial claim that history is an autonomous mode of understanding and explaining the world.14 He supports this notion by offering a general statement of methodological conclusions which constitute what he believes to be the current state of historiography.15 In presenting this historiographical manifesto, Butterfield expends considerable effort in delineating and criticizing what he takes to be the retrograde effort of Whig historians to subordinate history to contemporary practical concerns. He justifies his polemic against Whiggism in history as a defense of the central achievement of the nineteenth century historical revolution, which was the emancipation of history as a field of inquiry from its domination by and dependence upon religious and political commitments.


The Whig Interpretation of History is a very uneven book. It does not contain a consistent, coherent, and systematic argument, but instead consists of a series of critical reflections whose unity lies in a general defense of the autonomy of historical investigation and explanation.16 Butterfield’s defense of history is conducted around a critique of an alternative view of the past which he terms “Whig history.’ ” In Butterfield’s sense of the term, Whig history refers both to a specific set of arguments set forth by English historians in the nineteenth century which explained the English past in terms of a story of the progress of Protestantism, parliamentary power, and liberty, and to a general tendency or attitude toward the past which conceives of the past primarily or solely in terms of its contribution to a current state of affairs. It is characteristic of the actual Whig historians, and many contemporary historians, to treat the past as the servant of some sort of present-day political, religious, moral, or other practical interest. For example, Lord Acton, one of the primary targets of Butterfield’s essay, claims that “the knowledge of the past… is eminently practical,… an instrument of action and a power that goes to the making of the future.”17 Butterfield’s response is that “Acton… has an idea of the prophetic function of the historian. This prevents his accepting a limited theory of technical history as a science which asserts only what the evidence compels one to assert.”18 The ahistorical presentism of such statements is manifested in historiography in various ways, all of which are rejected by Butterfield as irrelevant if not directly harmful to historical research and explanation. The Whig historian’s insistence on the complete continuity or even absolute identity of past and present and the emphasis on the teleological finality of the past in the present justifies a progressive and moralistic reading of the past which reduces the past to a mere utilitarian adjunct of the concerns of the present and necessarily involves a rejection of history as an autonomous mode of explanation. The primary significance of the essay lies in Butterfield’s intuitive grasp and defense of the centrality of the distinction between, on the one hand, the conception of history as an autonomous mode of reflection, a development of the nineteenth-century German historical revolution, and, on the other, the notion that the past ought to be understood primarily as prelude to the present and, thus, as an adjunct to practical affairs.


The term “Whig history” was largely Butterfield’s creation. Though it was immediately recognizable to his audience of British historians, it has been the source of some confusion over the years.19 Butterfield distinguishes between Whig history as the work of a specific group of English historians and Whiggism as a general problem or tendency which historians must avoid. However, the distinction is not always completely clear. Thus, he describes the Whig interpretation as:




the tendency of many historians to write on the side of the Protestants and Whigs, to praise revolutions provided they have been successful, to emphasize certain principles of progress in the past and to produce a story which is the ratification if not the glorification of the present.20





Quite obviously, the mention of Protestants and Whigs refers directly to questions concerning the history of British politics with which the English Whig historians were intimately concerned. However, the praising of successful revolutions, the emphasis on progress, and the justification of the present are historical errors to which any and all historical work is susceptible. For Butterfield, the fundamental error which defines Whig history is the reading of the past solely in terms of its relation or contribution to an understood present state of affairs, and the reason that this present-centered presupposition is central to the Whig fallacy is that it constitutes the past in terms of something nonhistorical. Whig history subordinates the past to the concerns of the present and involves a rejection of the autonomy of historical investigation and explanation. Therefore, Butterfield conceives of his task in The Whig Interpretation of History not as undermining the validity of the specific historical interpretations of nineteenth-century Whig progressive historians but in rejecting all present-centered history and offering an account of an alternative and truly historical historiography.


Instead of creating a systematic treatise exploring the logic or philosophy of history, Butterfield structures the essay around his critique of Whig historiography, and presents his methodological conclusions as alternatives to those of the Whig historians. He begins with what might usefully be called the paradox of historical explanation. He writes that “the primary assumption of all attempts to understand the men of the past must be the belief that we can in some degree enter into minds that are unlike our own.”21 Human nature must be stable enough to allow us to understand others, but malleable enough to produce authentic difference. In a mind more disposed to philosophical reflection, such a paradox could lead to a form of radical skepticism about the possibility of knowing the past at all.22 However, for Butterfield the working historian, reflecting upon the implications of this tension suggests that the difference between the present and the past is one of the central presuppositions of historical explanation.23 Placing historical events, actions, institutions, and individuals in their appropriate context entails accepting the foreignness or pastness of the past. Butterfield claims that “the chief aim of the historian is the elucidation of the unlikenesses between past and present and his chief function is to act in this way as the mediator between other generations and our own.”24


The historian’s focus on the independence and autonomy of the past stands in stark contrast to the Whig historian’s emphasis on the similarity of the past to the present and the relevance of the past to present concerns. The Whig historian relies on a nonhistorical criterion of relevance which distorts the evidence by focusing on the present significance of any past action. According to Butterfield:




the study of the past with one eye, so to speak, upon the present is the source of all sins and sophistries in history… [I]ts logical conclusion… would be a study of the present without reference to the past… [I]t is the essence of what we mean by the word “unhistorical.”25





The result of Whig presentism is not merely an altered history, but a vision of the past which is ultimately nonhistorical. To carry Butterfield’s arguments to their logical conclusion, the real problem with the Whig historians is that they weren’t really historians at all, but practical men making practical arguments about a practical past.


Nonetheless, the question of what constitutes presentism in historical explanation is not made completely clear by Butterfield. There are, in fact, different conceptions of what the problem of presentism in historical research might mean. For example, Machiavelli’s treatment of the past as a storehouse of moral, political, or prudential examples, which by dint of their cogency and clarity can resolve the problems of contemporary life, is an obvious example of what Butterfield would understand to be an ahistorical approach to the past. Machiavelli considered human nature to be essentially unchanging, so an appeal to the past as if it were present made sense insofar as present conditions could be remade to mimic those of the past. Butterfield offers Machiavelli’s use of the past as an exemplary manifestation of the purely practical concern with the past characteristic of historical explanation before the historical revolution of the nineteenth century.26


A slightly different conception of presentism can be found in the work of Benedetto Croce, who insists that “it is only some concern of present life that can spur us to enquire into a past fact,” and, thus, “all true history is contemporary history.”27 However, the second conclusion doesn’t necessarily follow from the first observation. In fact, the observation has little to do with history at all. It is certainly true that all historians are writing in their own present and that the problems that they confront are thus contemporary with them. The distinction between a historical concern for the past and a purely practical one still remains operative, even if the historical concern grows out of a practical concern. For example, an academic historian engaged in a property dispute with a neighbor might be interested in the relevant case law for purely practical reasons, but this interest might continue after a judicial remedy has been found. The complexity, the confusion, the beauty, or the sheer strangeness of the law might provide the motivation for the historian to move beyond a practical interest and to begin asking questions about the significance and meaning of the law in the past and for actors in the past. The initial character of one’s interest in something, whether it is practical, aesthetic, scientific, or religious, does not completely determine the logic of one’s ultimate reflections.


A more sophisticated conception of presentism can be found in the hermeneutic philosophy of H. G. Gadamer, who, like Croce, claims that an interest in the past necessarily arises from a present concern. Gadamer was a student of Heidegger’s and one of the most prominent figures in continental philosophy in the twentieth century. He is best known for Truth and Method, which criticizes both modern philosophy’s obsession with epistemological questions and modern science’s claims about the centrality of methodology to human understanding. For Gadamer, the conceptual apparatus which allows individuals to conceive of the past is constituted by current prejudgments or prejudices which shape the possible questions addressed to the past.28 Accordingly, it is an epistemological and ontological impossibility to objectively recreate the past in the manner described by most historians. Gadamer acknowledges the importance of the historical revolution but rejects its conclusions as theoretically incoherent.29 However, he admits that a serious recognition of the truly historical character of human understanding requires an attempt to understand the foreignness or difference of the past and to allow its truth claims to appear to us. Gadamer does not address the possibility that a chastened historical knowledge might still be possible, but his emphasis on the intellectual disposition of the historian supports the idea that his kind of presentism rejects the reduction of the historical to the purely practical.


Finally, the problem of presentism might be understood in terms of the situation of the historian and the historical evidence, for, as Croce suggests, they are both present in the contemporary world. There is no past to which historical conclusions can be compared. A realist epistemology may or may not make sense in terms of metaphysics or morals, but it is an impossibility in history.30 However, the mere fact that the evidence is present does not preclude a distinction between the logic of a practical use of the evidence and the logic of a historical one. For practical writers, the consideration of the past is defined by current problems, and the past is conceived in terms of its contribution to the solution of those problems. For the historian, the evidence is a sign of a past world that no longer exists, and, its contribution to the current world is an irrelevant subject. The only reasonable presentism that can be attributed to the historian concerns this tension between the present state of the evidence and the presupposition of a past that is no longer present. This tension might be a sign of the ultimately limited character of historical knowledge, and Butterfield often acknowledges its limitations, but it does not undermine the ultimate distinction between the historical and practical uses of the past.


Butterfield argues that the Whig historians’ presentism entails several other significant errors. First, an insistence on the relevance of the past to present concerns ignores the radical discontinuity of the past from the present, which is a presupposition of technical or academic history.31 As Butterfield writes, “the first condition of historical enquiry… is to recognize how much other ages differed from our own.”32 The Whig historian’s emphasis on the usefulness of the past results in an identification of the past with the present and a rejection of the uniqueness and particularity of historical events or individuals. Further, this identification of the past with the present usually results in a selective investigation of the past, focusing specifically on the promotion of those individuals, institutions, and events that can be easily placed within the discursive context of the present. The Whig historians, being liberal Protestants, focused on the contributions and achievements of liberal Protestants, and tended to view all other historical actors as either noncontributory or beyond the pale of interpretation. However, as Butterfield observes, the only logical conclusion of the identification of the past with the present is that “it is nothing less than the whole of the past, with its complexity of movement, its entanglement of issues, and its intricate interactions, which produced the whole of the complex present.”33 Of course, if this is the case, then the past has nothing demonstrable to teach the present because the whole of the past cannot be known except in its manifestation in the present.34 As an example of this difficulty, Butterfield notes that:




we can no more work out what religious liberty owes to Luther than we can calculate what proportion of the price of a man’s suit in 1930 ought to be divided between the inventor of the spinning-jenny, the inventor of the steam engine, and the firm which actually wove the cloth.35





The conclusions of any practical past, therefore, will be the direct result of a set of prior practical presuppositions which the historian brings, not as historian, but as moralist, statesman, theologian, or philosopher.


A historical explanation of the past is logically distinct from a practical elucidation of the past.36 Butterfield insists that “the chief aim of the historian is the elucidation of the unlikenesses between past and present and his chief function is to act in this way as the mediator between other generations and our own.”37 How, then, does this elucidation take place? It consists of conceiving of a past event within the context of its immediate relations with other historically contingent actions and events. These actions and events are understood to be the result of the intelligent activity of the actors themselves. The historian presupposes not only the discontinuity of the past with the present, but the absolute unity or continuity of the past itself. The events of the past must be connected with each other as the contingent actions of free and intelligent individuals if the historian is to avoid looking outside of the past for other explanations. Butterfield asserts that “the only explanation [the historian] can give is to unfold the whole story and reveal the complexity by telling it in detail.”38 In terms of a historical explanation of any event or action, knowing what happened and knowing how it happened means knowing why it happened.


The unity of the past does not suggest that the past is uniform. Indeed, the historian’s task is not merely to describe the difference of the past but also to provide an account of the changes which took place in the past. While the Whig historian looks to the past for the origins of the present, and looks for primitive images of the contemporary world, the technical historian conceives of change in a nonteleological way. Butterfield insists that




history is the study… of effective mediations genuinely leading from something old to something which the historian must regard as new. It is essentially the study of transition, and to the historian the only absolute is change.39





The explanation of change involves an ever more detailed description of the relations of past actions and events to each other. For example, explaining the complexity of a historical question about the leadership of the American War of Independence requires not merely a description of the actions of a small number of American colonists, but involves the consideration of such issues as how their ideas were conditioned by the intellectual situation in eighteenth-century America and England, how their aims were altered by the actions of the English government, and how their rhetoric was shaped not necessarily by their own ideas but by the beliefs of their fellow American colonists.40


Historical explanation, then, consists of offering a detailed and complex account of a past event, action, or individual in terms of the appropriate connections or relations with other past events, actions, or individuals. Butterfield claims that “if at any point we need further elucidation all that [the historian] can do is to take us into greater detail.”41 The details of the relations between historical facts are not transparently obvious. The historian plays a central role in constituting the past because it is the historian who actually writes the story. According to Butterfield, understanding the evidence and composing a historical narrative never consists merely of describing an external reality. It is, rather, a “creative act of the historical imagination.”42 This creative act involves not only the synthesis of evidence in the creation of a coherent narrative, but also the translation of the foreignness of the past into the language of the present. This translation should not be understood as a translation from the language of historical explanation into the language of practical persuasion or relevance. Instead, it is the translation of the complex practical concerns of a past that are no longer present into the language of historical explanation itself. The art of the historian is making the past intelligible to the present. This is, in part, why history is always being rewritten. As the present changes, the translation of the past into the language of the present changes as well.


Butterfield’s insistence on the unity of the past, his understanding of the explanation of historical change, and his conception of the central role of the historical imagination inform his rejection of the relevance of the methods of natural science to historical explanation. Among Butterfield’s fellow historians, J. B. Bury was the most eminent proponent of historical naturalism, suggesting that historians ought to adopt the methodological conclusions of the natural sciences.43 Among contemporary philosophers of history, Carl Hempel has offered the most notable defense of the notion that historical explanation consists of the formulation and demonstration of the validity of statements which subsume past events under causal covering laws. In a well-known example of this form of explanation, James Davies claims that revolutions are caused when the rising political and material expectations of a political community, which had previously been met, are suddenly thwarted.44 This law-like statement is supposed to cover all past revolutions and all future ones as well. The most obvious difficulty that this kind of thinking presents for the historian is that the covering-law thesis supposes both that the important historical questions have already been answered before the inquiry begins and that the past can be divided into discrete, easily identifiable, and isolatable events, individuals, institutions, and concepts.


But the past does not comprise unchanging essences which can be abstracted from their context in order to form the conceptual data points for a universal covering law. Indeed, as Butterfield points out, the historian “deals with the tangible, the concrete, the particular,… [and] is not greatly concerned with philosophy or abstract reasoning.”45 The notion that there is, for example, a single definitive essence which constitutes the concept “revolution,” and that this concept can be subsumed under a causal nomological statement consisting of other similar abstractions, which can then be used to explain how the various and extraordinarily complex historical events to which we apply that name actually came about, is completely foreign to the historical understanding of experience. The appeal to so-called laws of historical development is the logical equivalent, and is as equally unjustified from the historical point of view, as the direct attribution of causality in history to divine agency. Like appeals to divine agency, nomological explanations must resort to extrahistorical theoretical or practical suppositions which render them unhistorical, and the laws themselves cannot explain particular events or actions anyway but can only dismiss their particularity in the terms of an abstract generalization.


Although the presupposition of a continuous past makes nomological explanations irrelevant for historians, the absolute continuity of the past is necessarily abridged by the selection of specific historical events as topics for research. For Butterfield, the necessity of abridgment is one of the primary difficulties confronting the historian because it offers such an obvious temptation to base one’s selection of historical facts on nonhistorical concerns. By implication, the historian constructs the past according to the questions that are asked of it. The Whig historians err because they bring to their task a principle of abridgment which is inherently ahistorical. As Butterfield writes, the proper principle of abridgement does not consist of “the selecting of facts in accordance with some abstract principle,… [but] it is the selection of facts for the purpose of maintaining… the inner relations of the whole.”46 The investigation of the past, the questioning of evidence, and the composition of historical narrative must all be based upon rules of historical evidence and coherence, not upon some external criterion of practical relevance. The historian plays an integral role in the creation of the historical past. It is, however, not a creation unbound by rules like a historical novel, but is instead bound by what the evidence obliges the historian to believe.


Butterfield rejects teleological accounts of the past because they inevitably conceive of the significance of past events in terms of some imagined contribution to a current state of affairs. The Whig historian’s selection of evidence is derived from a concern to justify or criticize the contemporary world. According to Butterfield, this conception of the past results in “a scheme of general history which is bound to converge beautifully on the present—all demonstrating throughout the ages the workings of an obvious principle of progress.”47 His invocation of the Whig historians involves a rejection of their progressive teleology, but the rejection of teleology applies equally to accounts of a decadent or cyclical past such as those encountered in the works of Spengler and Toynbee.48 To Butterfield, the most important implication of the teleological view of the past for the Whig historians is that placing the telos in the present gives the appearance of finality or conclusiveness to historical judgments of value. The ahistorical character of teleological accounts of the past renders these judgments of value theoretically circular. Butterfield suggests that




if we look for things in the course of history only because we have found them already in the world of to-day,… the upshot of all of our history is only to send us back to the place where we began, and to ratify whatever conceptions we originally had in regard to our own times.49





For the Whig historian, the ultimate importance of thinking of the present in terms of the completion of the past lies in the support it offers to the conception of the historian as the final arbiter of moral valuation.


It is the emphasis on the historian as hanging judge which Butterfield finds most emblematic of Whig historiography’s presentism. He insists that “for all this desire to pass moral judgments on various things in the past, it is really something in the present that the historian is most anxious about.”50 The moralization of the past is one more manifestation of the Whig historian’s lack of authentic concern for the past. Butterfield claims that this disposition is most obviously manifested in the work of Lord Acton, who is not usually considered a Whig because of his Catholicism. Nonetheless, he insists that in Lord Acton, “the Whig historian reached his highest consciousness.”51 Acton consistently claimed that moral judgment is at the heart of the historical enterprise.52 According to Butterfield, for Acton and the rest of the Whig historians, “the voice of posterity is the voice of God and the historian is the voice of posterity.”53 The hubris involved in such a self-aggrandizing assessment by historians renders their other judgments less than convincing. This disagreement about the appropriateness of moral judgments in historical explanations was not new, as Butterfield’s evaluation of Acton echoes the nineteenth-century German historian Ranke’s rejection of the relevance of moral judgments to historical explanations. Instead of being a judge, Butterfield conceives of the historian as part detective and part expert witness.54 The historian’s task is to discover the past and to report about it to the present, not to issue pronouncements on its moral rectitude.


Butterfield focuses his critique on two specific difficulties which moral judgments present for the historian. First, moral judgments are not, in fact, explanations. They serve not only as inadequate substitutes for explanations but they also foreclose the possibility of explanation. For example, accusing Machiavelli of being either evil or a teacher of evil contributes nothing to an understanding of why he wrote what he did and what he meant by it, but does tend to preclude any attempt at authentically connecting with the historical dimension of Machiavelli’s work.55 Butterfield insists that the appropriation of the authority of the moralist by the historian leaves “an undefined region… to the subjective decision of the historian, in which he shall choose not to explain, but shall merely declare that there is sin.”56 Instead of siding with Madame de Stäel, who noted that “we forgive whatever we understand,” the Whig historians prefer the Duc de Broglie, who instructed us to “beware of too much explaining, lest we end by too much excusing.”57 In fact, however, the logic of historical explanation neither involves forgiving nor condemning, but explaining. Historical explanation intends to answer questions about why and how things happened, not to make judgments about the rightness and wrongness of actions.


Making moral judgments not only interferes with the capacity to make historical judgments, but since moral judgments are of a logically different order than historical ones, the historian qua historian is inherently unqualified to make such judgments. As Butterfield explains:




historical explaining does not condemn; neither does it excuse; it does not even touch the realm in which words like these have meaning or relevance [because]… the historian, whose art is a descriptive one, does not move in this world of moral ideas.58





Moral judgments are irrelevant to the historian as a historian. This is not an argument for moral relativism. When morality is understood to consist of a universal set of unchanging moral laws, it is even more emphatically the case that such judgments are foreign to the art of the historian.59 Butterfield writes that “if [morality] is an absolute system, equally binding on all places at all times, then it does not concern [the historian], for his apparatus only allows him to examine the changes of things which change.”60 The moral philosopher, concerned with the general character of morality and the specific nature of moral judgments, will have much to say about the subject, and the religious person, the moralist, and the statesman will necessarily be involved in such judgments, but for the historian, the logic of moral judgment contradicts the claims of the past and thus remains an irrelevance. In fact, moral questions are turned into historical ones in the hands of the historian, and Butterfield notes that the historian only “deals with morality in so far as it is a part of history.”61 This does not mean that the historian as a human being is barred from making moral judgments, but merely denies those moral judgments any authority deriving from either the status of the historian or from some spurious notion about the lessons of the history. Butterfield is once again insisting on the distinction between the historical and practical treatment of the past. By offering his conclusions on the character of historical explanation, he is also providing an implicit and sometimes explicit commentary on the limits of historical explanation.


Ultimately, Butterfield does not completely reject the creation of practical pasts. He believes that they are a necessary aspect of human existence. Everyone has to come to terms with the past in some way, and this is also true of collectivities like political, religious, ethnic, racial, or other types of communities. The problem lies in the counterfeit historical authority which is unjustly claimed by those who refer to a useful or legendary past constituted by a particular set of religious or political beliefs in order to justify the same set of religious or political beliefs. Butterfield notes that “it is not sin in a historian to introduce a personal bias that can be recognized and discounted. The sin… is the organization of the story in such a way that bias cannot be recognized.”62 What he leaves us with is a distinction between two ways of reflecting on the past: a historical reflection which is limited by its presuppositions to a consideration of the past in terms of its pastness, or independence from our practical concerns; and a practical kind of reflection which conjures up a past to defend or critique a particular conception of the contemporary world. As a historian, Butterfield is obviously more concerned with defending the integrity and autonomy of the historical past but that does not preclude the real usefulness of a more practical consideration of the past, and he engages in such practical reflection in his other more political and religious essays.







III.


Though Butterfield’s essay was not immediately received with widespread enthusiasm, over the course of the twentieth century it became accepted within and without the academy as the classic statement by a practicing historian of the defense of the methodological autonomy of history.63 Its gradual acceptance by practicing historians and public intellectuals was assisted greatly by developments in the field of academic history and by the profound changes in the political and social conditions of Britain which took place in the years after World War I.


As Butterfield recognized, the claims that he made in The Whig Interpretation of History were not novel nor were they revolutionary.64 Instead, they were a consolidation and summation of the conclusions that had been made by nineteenth-century German historians, like Ranke, who were associated with what Butterfield called the historical revolution. These developments were widely acknowledged in Britain by historians like Acton, who, as we have seen, rejected many of their practical implications, and by others like Maitland and Pollard, who initiated the first substantial criticisms of the Whig historians within Britain itself. As the noted historian of nineteenth-century British historiography P. B. M. Blaas points out, Butterfield’s “work was a summary of a development in English historical studies which had already been existent for several decades rather than a programmed exposé of a new course which one was expected to steer.”65 Though Butterfield is rightly credited with the final intellectual demolition of the pretensions of Whig history, the way had been substantially cleared by earlier British historians who had challenged many of the central claims of Whig history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Like Butterfield, these historians rejected the anachronistic present-centered history manifested in the works of Macaulay and Stubbs and the other Whig historians, insisting instead on a concern with the past as it actually happened. Though Acton was generally considered to be the British historian most heavily influenced by the Germans, his insistence that issuing moral judgments on past actions and actors is one of the primary responsibilities of the historian sharply distinguished his methodological strictures from those of Ranke, and left him in some sympathy with the progressive and liberal instincts of the Whigs. Unlike Acton, who had trained and worked with the German historians, Frederic Maitland’s intellectual training was in the field of law, and it was the study of medieval law that provided the foundation for his more consistent critique of the practical uses of the past. As Maitland wrote, “if history is to do its liberating work, it must be as true to fact as it can possibly make itself; and true to fact it will not be if it begins to think what lessons it can teach.”66 Maitland’s critical assessment of the Whig interpretation of the history of the English constitution involved a recognition of the stark distinction between the past as it exists for the historian and the past as it exists for the lawyer. According to him, the Whig historians were essentially reflecting on the past in the same manner as common lawyers, who are concerned only with that part of the past which persists in force into the present. Since The Whig Interpretation of History is not a history of historiography, Maitland is not mentioned. However, Maitland and the other early critics of Whig history are clearly recognized by Butterfield as his predecessors and publicly acknowledged as such in his later works on the history of historiography.67
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