
Australasian Journal 0/Philosophy 
Vol. 48, No.2; August, 1970 

N. M. L. NATHAN 

HISTORY, LITERATURE AND THE CLASSIFICATION OF 
KNOWLEDGE 

I 

Can history be called literature in anything more than the peripheral 
sense which allows anything written in good prose to be called literature? 
I want to argue that it can. Some historical works can be called literature 
in exactly the same full sense that we call fictional works literature. History 
can have exactly the same sorts of qualities, stylistic and non-stylistic, that 
works of fiction can have. Works of history can be classified in the same 
ways that we classify works of fiction-as poetry and prose, epic and lyric, 
tragic, comic and sublime. Some works of history can be appropriately 
judged by the standards of literary criticism. It is worthwhile for the 
historian to try to do what the poet or novelist tries to do. 

To say that a piece of work is literature is to say that it serves certain 
sorts of ends which are not exclusively those of the author himself, that 
it has certain sorts of qualities which other people besides the author can 
find valuable. The common view is that scientific or legal or historical 
works, when they have stylistic qualities, can be called literature in a peri
pheral sense. But only novels and plays and poems can be called literature 
in the full and proper sense, because unlike non-fictional works they can 
have not merely stylistic but other qualities, practical and aesthetic, and 
because these other qualities are the most important qualities they can have. 

I think this is a mistaken view. We do not need to change the current 
meaning of 'literature', in order to regard literature proper as a category 
which contains both fictional and non-fictional work. For both these two 
kinds of work can serve the same sorts of ends. One kind of work consists 
of descriptions and explanations of states, events and processes which are 
fictional, but nevertheless in various ways true to life; the other kind consists 
of descriptions and explanations of states, events and processes which are 
not merely verisimilitudinous but literally true. Literature proper consists 
of those true or verisimilitudinous descriptions and explanations of states, 
events and processes which serve certain sorts of ends; and whether or not 
they are literally true rather than verisimilitudinous has nothing to do 
with whether they should be called literature. When a non-fictional work 
cannot be classed as literature proper, this is not because it is non-fictional, 
but because it does not contain descriptions and explanations of particular 
states, events and processes with the right sorts of practical and aesthetic 
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qualities. And once you grant that works whose descriptions and explana
tions are literally true can be called literature in the full sense of the word, 
it seems likely that the same holds for works whose descriptions and explana
tions can be called historical knowledge. For if the truth of a description 
or explanation fails to prevent it from serving literary ends, it will hardly be 
prevented from serving them solely because it is a description or explanation 
of the past, or the human past, or the particular, or whatever other kind of 
subject-matter it might have to have in order to be called 'historical know
ledge' in any of the various senses of the phrase. 

Many theorists do indeed talk of the value of 'history', in an unspecified 
sense, as a source of experience and practical wisdom; of kinship between 
the imagination of the historian and that of the poet and dramatist, of 
the importance in history of the sympathetic portrayal of events in their 
concrete individuality, rich particularity, as specific embodiments of the 
universally significant. According to Dilthey, for instance, 

'. . . artistic representation will always be one of the great objects 
of historiography, notwithstanding the mania for abstract generalisa
tion which has possessed some of the newer French and English his
torians. . .. The description of what is human has an intellectual 
interest for us, but it also has that emotional interest, evokes that 
sympathy and enthusiasm which Goethe rightly saw as the most precious 
fruit of historical contemplation ... , When we re-live what is past, 
through the art of historical representation, we are taught as if by the 
mirror of life itself; our being is enlarged, our existence is heightened by 
spiritual forces more powerful than the forces of the individual sou1.'1 

But a certain pUzzlement always seems to remain. The interest attributed 
to the events described by the historian is always supposed to be 'intrinsic' 
to them in some mysterious way, the events are always inexplicably inter
esting 'as such' or 'for their own sake'. The ends which history serves are 
never more than 'akin' to those of art or literature or miscellaneous experi
ence; history remains mysteriOUSly sui generis. My suggestion is that there 
can be history, in all the various possible senses of the word, which serves 
ends, not akin to but mysteriously different from the ends of literature, but 
exactly the same as the ends of literature. 

If! am right, the historian could see himself, not as a drudge in the humblest 
department of the scientific enterprise, but as the artist sees himself. The 
past will be as inexhaustible a store of material as the world is for the 
artist, not a finite subject-matter, which he views in the anxious awareness 
that fewer and fewer gaps in Our knowledge remain to be filled. 

Also, the ways in which we assess historical works could be transformed. 
To say that there can be works of history which serve literary ends is not 
to say that these same works cannot serve other sorts of ends as well and 
that a particular work of history may not need to be assessed on ~ther 

1 Gesa.mmelte Werke I (Leipzig, 1923), pp. 90-91. Cf. G. M. Trevelyan, Clio, A Muse 
o;.o:ndOJ?-' 1~~3) and H. I. Marrou;s ~Io<;luent essay 'Comment comprendre Ie metier 
d hlStonen? m C. Samaran (00.), L HlSfoll'e et ses methodes (paris, 1961), pp. 1465.1540. 
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standards as well as on the standards of literary criticism. And it is not to 
deny that there can be works of history to which any application of literary 
standards would be inappropriate. The point is that there are historical 
works which, although they serve literary ends among others, are at present 
assessed on wholly non-literary standards. People are coming to think 
that no detail of past human experience can be regarded as anything but a 
building-block for historical sociology. A recent delicate study by 
McManners is an exemplary victim. 

Local historians can be expected to test the validity of accepted generali
zations and to enrich them with precision and nuances. lf they are to 
succeed in this purpose their work must combine a sound knowledge 
of original sources with concentration on those aspects of the local 
scene that are of national significance. Professor McManners' study 
... rests on a solid documentary foundation. . .. His attitude to the 
subject gives ground for more reservation. The early part of his book, 
concerning the years before the Revolution, tends towards antiquari
anism and an elaboration of picturesque detail for its own sake.2 

And there are works of history whose value can only be literary, and 
which fail utterly if they fail as literature. The class of utter failures of 
this kind is in fact not small. Queen Elizabeth and her sea-dogs, glorious 
red shirts, laughing cavaliers and sentimental topography were once its 
principal components. Now it is the graveyard of a different sort of stunted 
fantasy, receiving back the humdrum disinterments of a new sort of writer 
who nourishes his ambitions with the life-stories of sensible politicians 
and entrepreneurs, Wedgwoods and Walpoles. Such stories have no real 
claim to explain the present or serve any other purpose which only the truth 
can serve. Their value could only be of a literary kind. Yet we afford an 
extraordinary tolerance to their literary pretensions, a tolerance which no 
novelist could ever expect, because of confused doubts about the legitimacy 
of applying standards of literary criticism to the non-fictional. With a just 
view of the relations between history and literature, every retailer of current 
commonsense goes on to the tip-heap, whether it is fiction or fact that he 
invites us to contemplate. 

* * * 
The average professional historian, asked whether history can be literature, 

might I think reply on something like the following lines. 
History cannot possibly be classed as literature because the rules which 

the historian is bound to observe are radically different from the rules which 
the novelist is bound to observe. History is essentially objective and true 
literature essentially subjective and fictional. The historian has to be im
partial, objective and he is bound by the actual surviving evidence. The 
novelist or poet can represent or communicate aspects of experience for which 
it would be impossible to find properly historical evidence; and he can express 
his own attitudes and emotions in ways which are absolutely incompatible 

S N. Hampson, Review of John McManners, French Ecclesiastical Society under the 
Ancien Regime (Manchester, 1961) in English Historical Review 78 (1963), p. 333. 
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with the preservation of historical objectivity. 'We have art in order not to 
die of the truth.' There is, moreover, an essential dissimilarity between the 
subject-matter of history and literature. History is essentially the analysis 
of the broad outlines of social life, literature a medley of sensuous images 
or 	minute pictures of personal relations. History has its heroes and its 
dramatic episodes, we may concede, and there is perhaps a humble place 
for the narrative historian and the historical biographer. But the essential 
subject-matter of modern scientific history, the field of its major achieve
ments, is the analysis of social structure, and the explanation of long-term 
social changes. 

Now anyone who says that history is essentially scientific, non-literary 
etc., can mean either (1) that it is impossible for work both to fulfil the 
conditions for being correctly called history and to serve literary ends, 
or (2) literary ends are relatively unimportant when compared to the other 
sorts of ends which history can serve. 

(1) Conceals as many different propositions as there are different senses 
of 'history'. The word 'history' has two main groups of senses. First, 
those on which it is necessary for an object to be called 'history', that it is a 
set of states, events and processes; and, second, those on which it is necessary 
for the object to be knowledge of a set of states, events and processes. The 
senses in the second group, which is the only one we are concerned with 
here, can be specified by saying that each of them is such that an object can 
be called history in one of these senses if and only if one or more of the 
following conditions are satisfied: 

(i) 	it is knowledge of past states, events and processes. 
(ii) it is knowledge of particular states, events and processes. 

tiii) 	it is knowledge of states, events and processes which are, or are 
the result of, past human action. 

(iv) 	it is knowledge which is at present conventionally regarded as 
falling within the scope of history as an academic discipline. 

Any sense of 'history' for whose application (iv) is a necessary condition 
can be called an academic sense. 

In section II I will discuss (1) with history taken in its non-academic 
senses, and in section III, I will discuss (2), with history taken in its non
academic senses. In section IV I will argue that even if both (1) and (2) were 
valid, when 'history' is taken in an academic sense, they would not serve to 
support any practical conclusions about the kinds of work which it is proper 
for historians to undertake, or the kinds of standards which should be 
applied to histor.ical ,,:or~s, because the kind of knowledge which is currently 
regarded as falhng wlth,in the scope of academic history is inconveniently 
demarcated for academIC purposes, and these purposes cannot in fact be 
served by the existence of a characteristically historical discipline.s 

• Throughout this paper I neglect those senses in which an object can be called history 
if it is intended to be knowledge of a set of states, events or processes, and likewise the 
senses in which an object can be called literature if it is intended to serve certain ends, 
or fictional if it is not intended to be true, or objective if it is intended to be true. If 
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II 

The first thing that can be meant by saying that history is essentially 
non-literary is that it is logically impossible for a work to fulfil the conditions 
for being correctly called both history and literature. And the only remotely 
plausible argument for this consists in an appeal to the incompatibility of 
literature and historical objectivity. 

In what senses of 'objective' can one maintain that only objective works 
can be called works of history? 

The whole range of relevant senses of 'objective' can be specified by 
saying that each of these senses is such that one or more of the following 
conditions must be satisfied by a work if it is to be correctly cal1ed objective 
in that sense. 

(i) It contains no explicit value judgments. 
(ii) 	If it asserts that various general laws, or types of causal agents 

obtain or exist, then this assertion must be universally acceptable 
in the present state of scientific knowledge. 

(iii) 	An explanation can imply that various general laws or types 
of causal agents obtain or exist, in the sense that it would obviously 
be invalid unless they did exist. And a description can imply 
that they obtain or exist if it would be inappropriate unless they 
did. The third condition is that the explanations and descriptions 
in the work must not imply that general laws or causal agents obtain 
or exist unless this could be universally accepted in the current 
state of scientific knOWledge. An account containing vulgar 
Marxist explanations, explanations in terms of the activity of God, 
perhaps also psychoanalytic explanations, or descriptions of super
natural events, would not satisfy this third condition. 

(iv) The descriptions 	of particular states, events and processes con
tained in the work must be true. 

(v) 	There can be works which, whatever the author's intention may 
have been, in fact serve certain ends more economically than 
others; their particular contents can be more satisfactorily ex
plained by saying that they serve one end than by saying that they 
serve some other end. And we could say that the validity ofa world 
view or of a value judgment is presupposed by the selection of 
material if we could best explain the particular contents by saying 
that they illustrate or vindicate that world view. The fifth con
dition is that the selection of material in a work must not in this 
sense presuppose the validity of a world view or value judgment. 

It is fairly clear that the only conditions out of this list which a work 
must fulfil in order for its descriptions and explanations to be correctly called 

my theses about the relations between 'history' and 'literature' are valid when these 
terms are taken in their non-intentional senses, they are fairly obviously valid for the 
intentional senses as well. 
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historical knowledge in non-academic senses are (ii), (iii) and (iv). Con
dition (i) does not refer to descriptions and explanations at all. And if 
someone said that objectivity or impartiality in a sense governed by con
dition (v) was an essential characteristic of a work of history, I think it is 
fairly clear that he would be saying, not that it was a characteristic which a 
work must have in order for its descriptions and explanations to be correctly 
called historical knowledge in its non-academic sense, but rather that it was a 
characteristic which a work must have if it is to have some kind of value 
which that person judged to be especially important, or the proper concern of 
history as an academic discipline. In fact, the doctrine that history is 'essen
tially' objective in this sort of sense is the result of a confused idea, explicit 
in the nineteenth century, tacit since, that all impartially established facts 
have 'scientific' value, in the sense of potential practical utility. 

So the first objection seems to reduce to the thesis that a work will be 
prevented from serving literary ends, from being correctly called literature 
in the full and proper sense, if it fulfills conditions (ii), (iii) and (iv). 

* * * 
What exactly are the sorts of ends or values which it is necessary or 

sufficient for a work to serve or possess in order to be called literature? 
A crude distinction can be drawn between three kinds of value, which I 

will dub formal, sensuous and instantive calculatory value. 
A work has formal value insofar as it serves any end whatsoever success

fully, economically and without visible strain, chaos and error being avoided 
into which it would have been easy to relapse. It has sensuous value insofar 
as it represents or itself possesses pleasing sensuous qualities--colours, shapes, 
images, tonal or rhythmic qualities. 

The kinds of value which works can possess may be defined either by 
reference to the particular kind of intrinsically good states to whose realisa
tion they are means, or by reference to the particular kinds of means which 
they provide for the realisation of intrinsically good states of affairs. Formal 
and sensuous value are kinds of value defined in the first way. Calculatory 
value is a kind of value defined in the second way. A work has calculatory 
value insofar as it provides us with a means for the realisation of intrinsically 
good states of affairs whose employment involves conscious systematic 
calculation. And it has the instantive species of calculatory value if it 
provides us with a moving symbol or instance of something else with calcu
latory value, such as a generalisation or rule, so that what it symbolizes or 
instantiates can be grasped or appropriated in a way which makes it difficult 
to forget or easy to obtain or call to mind when the time comes for its 
systematic application. Thus novels, poems, plays, portraits can have 
instantive calculatory value insofar as they contain moving symbols or 
instances of life-patterns, those patterns of thought and behaviour which we 
are liable to encounter or to decide to realise in our own lives. 

These three kinds of value are not mutually exclusive. And indeed 
one of the ways in which we can best grasp a generality is through being 
moved by the sensuous or formal value of one of its instances. It may be, 
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too, that works cannot have sensuous value without having instantive cal
culatory value. For al1 sensuous qualities may by now be indelibly asso
ciative, so that we can never enjoy sensuous qualities without being reminded 
of patterns of thought and behaviour. Or perhaps, at least, we are so used 
to associating them with such patterns, that a non-instantive representation 
must evoke an overpowering feeling of their absence, which in turn arouses 
a feeling of emptiness or tepid viciousness. 

However this may be, I think it is a sufficient condition for a written 
work's being correctly called literature in the full sense of the word that it has 
either sensuous or instantive calculatory value, and a sufficient condition 
for its being called literature in the peripheral sense that it has formal value, 
which I take to be equivalent to saying that it has stylistic value. There are 
no doubt other sufficient conditions for calling a written work literature in the 
full sense besides these.4 But ifI can show that the satisfaction of objectivity
conditions (ii), (iii) and (iv) is compatible with a work's having sensuous or 
instantive calculatory value, I will have shown that being historically objective 
is compatible with being literature in the full sense. 

But to say that an historical work has instantive calculatory value is 
simply another way of saying that it serves its traditional end as 
philosophy teaching by example, as preceptor of the historical sense, the 
'intuitive understanding of how things do not happen.'5 

And the philosophical examples will not be any the less valuable for con
taining only true descriptions, or asserting or implying the existence of 
only those causal laws or agents whose existence can be accepted in the 
current state of scientific knowledge. Nor is there any reason why descrip
tions of historical states, events and processes cannot be descriptions of 
sensuous qualities, or couched in language which itself has sensuous qualities. 

As a matter of fact, the work of fiction, which we are liable to take as 
paradigmatic of literature, can itself fulfil objectivity-conditions (ii) and (iii). 
In a realistic novel, at any rate, the descriptions will not usually be of pre
ternatural events; and the explanations will not usually invoke laws of 
capitalist development or the activity of God: they will be explanations whose 
validity the reader will find incontestable. It is not one of the conditions for 
calling a work fictional, and hence for calling it a novel, that its explanations 
invoke general laws or types of causal agents which do not in fact obtain or 
exist. It is the explicanda which have to be fictional, not the laws which are 
invoked to explain them; it is condition (iv) which has to be broken, not 
conditions (ii) and 

When a description in a fictional work instances a life-pattern, it may 
be the only instance of it, or one of few instances, or one of many. If it is 
one of many we would say that the work is allegorical. A given description 

«For instance, that it represents what we can love, or helps us to escape from satiety, 
or from the arid momentum or angry confusion of the tired or fruitless pursuit of some 
end. For it may be that we can attribute both these types of value to a work without 
being committed to the attribution of sensuous or calculatory value. 

S Sir Lewis Namier, 'History' reprinted in F. Stem (ed), The Varieties ofHistory (London, 
1957), p. 375. 
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can of course function as an instance of more than one life-pattern at a time; 
of one life-pattern it can for instance be the only instance, of another, one of 
many; in such cases we say that the work can be read on various levels. 

If a description is meant to be allegorical, one of many possible instances 
of a life-pattern, it merely has to be verisimilitudinous in the sense that the 
events and processes it describes are logically possible; for if this were not the 
case the description would be unintelligible. But if the description is meant 
to be the only instance of a life-pattern, or one of few instances, it must also 
be verisimilitudinous in the sense of describing events and processes of a type 
which are likely to recur. Descriptions of what is true will ipso facto be 
descriptions of what is verisimilitudinous in the first sense; and there is no 
reason why they should not be descriptions of what is verisimilitudinous in 
the second sense as well. 

If you want to say that instantive works are only valuable if they instance 
important life-patterns there is again no reason why the truth of the instance 
should have any bearing on the importance of the life-pattern. 6 

So we can see, in the abstract, that historical objectivity is compatible 
with the possession of both sensuous and instantive calculatory value. 

And in fact the historian can heighten his instances with the sensuous 
in all the particular ways that are open to the fictional writer. Stars, pearls, 
wild-flowers, sea, ice are interlarded in Hamlet with food, dung, enseamed 
beds, muddy death. The historian of say Wycliff's theological development, 
hysterical, terror-stricken, and acute, could re-inforce his chronicle with an 
equally effective pattern of images, consisting however of descriptions of 
states, events and processes for which he can find historical evidence-frantic 
architectural and political dreams, plague, mud, heaps of rats, Oxford, then 
a set of stinking wooden shacks. The historian of Rome can set his laws and 
roads and squares against Ionia and Olympus, Reason, the wet-nurse of the 
world of change, stone wells, bare islands; or against the encircling bar
barian world, where 

Altogether elsewhere, vast 
Herds of reindeer move across 
Miles and miles of golden moss 
Silently and very fast. 

~-~~--~----~--~--~~--~~--
6 Cf. Aristotle: 'The poet's not the thing that has happened, but a 

kind of thing that might happen, i.e., what is possible as being probable or necessary. 
The distinction between the historian and the poet is not in the one writing prose and 
the other verse-you might even put the work of Herodotus into verse and it would still 
be a species of history; it consists really in this, that the one describes the thing that 
has bee~, and ~he other the kiJ;Id of thing that might be. Hence poetry is something 
more phIlosophiC and of graver Import than history, since its statements are of the nature 
of universals, whereas those of history are singulars. By a lffiiversal statement I mean 
one as to what such or such a kind of man will probably or necessarily say or do
which is the aim of poetry, though it affixes proper names to its characters; by a singular 
statement, one as to what, say, AJc:ibiades did or had done to him.' (Poetics, tr. Bywater 
(Oxford, 1920), p. 43.) ~hat ~nstot1e so curiously fails to see is that history, just as 
much as poetry, can COnsist of smgular statements which are 'of the nature of lffiiversals" 
for what has happened can be an instance of an important kind of thing which may ~ 
exemplified again. 
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Any historian who really wants to, can find evidence of duck-shoots 
and so on, with the description of which he can interrupt his narrative, as 
it gathers speed with the uncontrollable approach of calamity, find evidence 
of Leitmotiven for his characters, a fondness for seed-cake, a dark house 
and strawberry beds. 

And the historian has one way of realizing sensuous qualities which is 
not open to the fictional writer. He can describe works of art themselves, 
or if this does not count as history, describe the sensuous affinities of the 
different arts of a particular period. He could for instance try somehow 
to describe the kind of thin, prolonged, calmly intoxicated sublimity common 
to the odes of Holderlin, the conception of Hegel's Encyclopaedia, and the 
second movement of Beethoven's C Minor Piano Sonata, Opus III. History 
which brings out such affinities is not totally unknown. Heer's Europiiische 
Geistesgeschichte, useless as art-history or as a history of ideas in philosophical 
categories, is in parts sensuously valuable as a representation of sensuous 
affinities. Bonnard's Histoire de la Civilisation Grecque, von den Steinen's 
Kosmos des Mittelalters are also valuable in this way, and for all its preciosity, 
so is Huizinga's Waning of the Middle Ages. But very few historians have 
seriously attempted the sensuous reinforcement of an instantively valuable 
narrative or analysis. Carlyle, in his French Revolution especially, is almost 
the only example I can think of. 

The historian's dependence on the evidence which chance has allowed 
to survive from the past restricts his capacity to realize the sensuous Jess 
than it does the instantive calculatory. For we can see in advance that the 
historian will rarely be able to find the sort of evidence which he needs in 
order to make true categorical statements about the full complexity of a man's 
motives and feelings. And there are patterns of motives and feelings which 
can't be forcefully instantiated except by categorical statements. And so 
the historian who wants to instantiate these life-patterns is at a disadvantage, 
compared to the fictional writer. Professor Knowles writes: 

'There is indeed no lack of material for the historian who, as a part 
of his task, regards the lives of men and women in the past. Time and 
again throughout the ages a great issue has provoked a clash of character 
-Caesar and Cicero, Bernard and Abelard, Thomas of Canterbury 
and Gilbert Foliot, Doria and Gratian, Charles and Cromwell, Newman 
and ,Manning, Gladstone and Disraeli. Long ago, when the recorded 
human story was in its infancy, the Greek poet saw that of the many 
marvels of the world none was stranger than man. The Psalmist also, 
in an age earlier than that of Sophocles, marvelled that "man had been 
made a little less than the angels".'7 

But of all these men I think perhaps only Newman and Gladstone have left 
enough evidence about themselves for their historian to write something 
genuinely analogous to a novel. We can do no more than make distractingly 
hesitant conjectures about the motives of the rest. And often the con
jectures themselves will be meagre enough: not even Knowles is able to 

? D. Knowles, The Historian and Character (Cambridge, 1955), p. 21. 
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say anything of much psychological interest, conjectural or otherwise, about 
Foliot or Thomas of Canterbury. 8 

But there are nevertheless many types of life-patterns for which the 
possibilities of true instantiation are not restricted in these ways. I am 
thinking of the whole class of life-patterns, in which people are frustrated 
in their most obvious aims and wants by the unintended results of their 
own actions or by conjunctions of events which are beyond their control, 
and in which the frustration comes not so much from subtle conjunctions 
of motives in one person or a few, as from the crude accumulated effects 
of the unco-ordinated pursuit of obvious ends by a million individuals. 
This is a species of tragedy for which adequate historical evidence can 
certainly survive. The whole economic history of Europe before the 
Industrial Revolution could be displayed as a tragedy of this kind: a slow 
fluctuation of population growth and decline, punctuated by frightful 
famines and epidemics whose causes lay in the ignorant pursuit of their 
obvious self-interest by millions of separate individuals; 

'the honeymoon of high yields was succeeded by long periods of reckon
ing when the marginal lands, no longer new, punished the men who 
tilled them with recurrent inundations, desiccations and duststorms.'9 

The same sort of life-pattern can be instanced by descriptions of the slow 
collapse of political and constitutional arrangements, embodying noble and 
all but unattainable ideals. This is what Gibbon's work is about. One could 
write in the same sense of the fall of the Spanish Empire or the Manchu 
Empire, or even of the fall of the constitution of medieval England which 
embodied noble ideals of ancient custom, and had noble defenders, 
like Langton, who were absolutely ignorant and unsuspecting of the sig
nificance of sub-infeudation and price changes, which graduaIJy brought 
it to the ground. 

And this means of course that even if it were true that a work must be 
concerned with the explanation of long-term social change in order to be 
correctly called historical, this would prevent historical work from being 
correctly called literature. For work with this kind of subject-matter can 
have instantive value. Postan says: 

'the facts of economic history can't be shaped into an image with 
a direct appeal to our artistic sensibilities.' 

And he takes this dictum as a pretext for saying that the value of economic 
history lies exclusively in its value as social science. ' 

'Where the hi~torian shows his scientific pre-occupations, and qualifies 
for ~e':Ilb~~hlp of t~e social. sciences, is in concentrating the study 
of hiS mdlvldual SU?Ject On Its relevance to general and theoretical 
problems. He studies rural society in the Middle Ages, which is 

8See bis 'Arcbbishop !h0mas Becket, a character study' Proc. B. Academy, XXV (1949) 
• 177-205; an~ The epIScopal ~ollell!ues ofArchbi~izo.p Thomas B.eck~t (Cambridge, 1951). 

M. Postan, Some Econorruc EVIdence of Declmmg Population m the Later Middle 
Ages' Economic History Review 2nd series (1950), p. 246. 
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a unique and unrepeatable phenomenon, because the study is relevant 
to such sociological problems as the correlation of population, social 
structure, social class and tenure, economic technique and legal con
cepts. But unlike a sociologist he refuses to ask universal questions 
or try to formulate general laws . .. The microscopic problems of 
historical research can and should be made microscopic-capable 
of reflecting worlds larger than themselves. It is in this reflected 
flicker of truth, the revelation of the general in the particular, that 
the contribution of the historical method to the social sciences will 
be found.'lo 

But all Postan is saying is that descriptions of economic facts are not de
scriptions of sensuous qualities. He says nothing about their capacity 
to instantiate generalities of calculatory value. Actually, few descriptions 
of economic facts have more value of this sort than Postan's own descriptions 
of the economic history of the Middle Ages. 

I think part of the reason why people are reluctant to class history as 
literature in any full-blooded way is that they confuse the instantive calcu
latory and sensuous value of history with certain other kinds of value which 
history can have but fiction cannot. 

There are several possible sorts of confusion. A true description can 
instantiate a life-pattern, and strike one as an instance of a life-pattern 
which is 1iable to be exemplified over and over again in real life, but at 
the same time serve as evidence bearing on some particular claim or dis
pute. If I read the life of a saint I may be moved by the description of 
his moral struggles, but less interested in it as a moving description, or 
even as a confirmation of the general possibility of moral heroism, about 
which I am in no doubt, than as evidence bearing on the particular claim 
that certain types of moral heroism can only be explained by supernatural 
causes. If I read accounts of the crimes or achievements of some particular 
group or institution to which I myself belong, I may be more interested 
in their particular apologetic relevance than in the general life-patterns they 
exemplify. A mere novel about a saint or group or institution could have 
only instantive calculatory value and not serve to settle a claim. What is 
important about a description of Auschwitz, or the Middle Passage, or the 
German witch-fever of the fifteenth century or Field Marshal Haig's military 
calculations, is not that it can serve as a concrete instance of corruption for 
people who already have some knowledge of human nature, but the fact 
that it can be thrust at someone who does not know what humanity is 
capable of. And because of the importance of the claim-settling element 
in works which also have an instantive calculatory value, we think that what 
looks like this sort of value in history is not really the same sort of value that 
w,e attribute to fiction at all: it is akin to literary value but mysteriously 
different. Whereas what we ought to say is that many historical works 
can have both of two kinds of value: they can serve as instances of life
patterns and serve to settle claims . 

10 The Historical Method in Socia[ Science (Cambridge, 1939), p. 34. 
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Again, if I am presented with a description of the crimes or achieve
ments of a man who actually exists, I can take this both as an instance 
of a life-pattern which is liable to recur, and as knowledge which initiates 
or modifies a moral relation between that person and myself. And I cannot 
stand in this sort of moral relation to a fictional character. Now if one 
thinks that one can enter into something like this sort of relation with the 
dead as well as the living, either because reverence is their due, or because 
death is the beginning of a new sort of life in another world, it is easy to 
think that knowledge of what the dead did when they were alive has a kind 
of value akin to the value of literature but mysteriously different, instead of 
recognising that this knowledge can have two kinds of value at once. 

III 
The second thing which could be meant by saying that history, in its 

non-academic senses is essentially non-literary is that literary ends are 
relatively unimporta~t when compared to the other sorts of ends which 
history can serve. 

The historian might argue for this position in something like the following 
terms. 

(i) Historical works can perhaps be called literature in some non-peripheral 
sense, even when their subject-matter is past social life, but there are no 
historical works which serve only literary ends, no historical works which 
do not need to be assessed on non-literary standards as well. You quote 
studies of Walpole and Wedgwood as instance of works with no claims to any 
value which only the truth can serve. But works of this kind, which con
tribute to our knowledge of the structure of eighteenth century politics and 
commerce, have a value as historical sociology. And in any case all his
torical works have a value simply because they are true. 

To establish the truth requires patience, balance, exactitude, ingenuity, 
and true works show forth these qualities.ll Moreover all established truths 
have potential practical or scientific utility. Just as it is wise to assume 
that an eventual use will be found for every truth about nature, so it is 
wise to assume that some future historian will salvage some of the facts 
embedded in what by literary standards would have to be written off as 
total wreckage. If you take on the burden of historical truth in your 
attempt to realise literary values, you will have a consolation denied to the 
fictional writer; however banal and insensitive you may be, no one can 
confidently predict that your work will remain perpetually useless. 

(ii) There are, for these reasons, no historical works which serve only 
literary ends. But no fictional works can serve any ends except literary 
ends. Hence no historical works can in fact be called literature in the 
same full sense that all fictional works can be called literature. 

(iii) Even if it .wer~ true that some historical works serve only literary 
ends, and that hlstoncal works can be called literature in the same full 

11 See the eulogy of Edmund Bishop. Housman's edition of Manilius etc. in C. N. L. 
Brooke, The Dullness 01the Post (Liverpool, 1957), pp. 6-7. 
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sense that fictional works can, and even when their subject-matter is past 
social life, there is still not very much point in attempting to realise literary 
objectives in a historical work, whose subject-matter is past social life, or in 
judging such works by literary standards. And this ~s because treatments 
of past social life, at any rate when they are analytIcal and explanatory, 
will have scientific or sociological value, potentially at least, and the aware
ness that the work has this kind of value is incompatible with its appreciation 
as literature. The only sorts of historical works which it really is sensible 
to judge as literature are in fact narratives, biographies and descriptions. 

I would attack these three positions along the following lines. 
Even if it were true that no historical works serve only literary ends, 

because, for instance, they can always be valued by people other than 
the author as pure scholarship, as demonstrations of patience and ingenuity, 
this still wouid not prevent the critic from making unequivocally literary 
assessments of historical works, from making it plain that a work which 
may be admirable as scholarship is execrable as literature, instead of con
fusedly thinking that the necessity to do a work justice as scholarship is 
somehow incompatible with any clear-cut application of literary standards. 

But in fact it is not true that no historical works serve only literary ends. 
Some works which serve literary ends are clearly bad as scholarship. Nor 
can we assume without further argument that we have equally feeble grounds 
for predicting the perpetual practical or scientific uselessness of any truth, 
whether it is about nature or history or society. Likewise not all analytical 
and explanatory studies of society have a value as sociology or social science. 
Being explanatory or analytical may be a sufficient condition for being 
correctly called sociology or social science. But the mere fact that work 
fulfills the conditions for being correctly called sociology or social science 
does not guarantee that it serves, even potentially, any of the ends which we 
suggest that knowledge can serve when we describe it in these ways. We 
need to distinguish between classifications of knowledge according to 
method and subject-matter, in which we use labels like 'science', 'history' 
'sociology', 'social science', and classifications of knowledge according to 
end served, in which we use labels like 'literature'. Just as knowledge can 
be both history and literature, so knowledge can be both social science and 
literature. Nor does the mere fact that knowledge can be correctly called 
social science guarantee that it serves any ends other than literary ends. 
Much historical sociology has instantive calculatory and even sensuous 
value, but serves none of the ends which we suggest that knowledge can serve 
when we call it science. And the same is probably true, for that matter, of 
much sociology and social anthropology in general. 

In current common sense, vast areas of knowledge are misclassified from 
the point of view of the ends they can serve, because we assume that what 
can be counted as history or social science in a classification according to 
~ethod .and subject-matter, must ipso facto be counted as scientific and non
literary 10 a classification according to end served. 

The average eighteenth century political and commercial success story. 
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I said, fails utterly because it fails as literature; and I imagined the objection 
that even if it failed as literature it would succeed as historical sociology, 
by its contribution to our understanding of the structure of eighteenth 
century politics, etc. Now it's certainly true that I should have taken the 
possibility of this sort of contribution to our understanding into account. 
But I think the conclusion must be, not that such works serve only non
literary ends, but that where they fail as a certain kind of literature, they 
may succeed as literature of another kind, succeed as the sort of literature 
which instances by the analysis of social structure the determination of 
our actions by the unintended effects of antecedent actions, not as the 
sort in which the author, by his discreet lack of enthusiasm, does not obstruct 
our recognition of the timeless aspects of his characters' essential paltriness. 
Diffuse narratives of sea-dogs are the only total failures. 

* * * 
There remains one final line of defence. It is possible to accept every

thing I have so far said, and yet still deny that there's any actual point in 
historical literature, in the historian trying to write work with sensuous or 
instantive calculatory value. For it will obviously be very much harder 
for the historian to realize these qualities than it is for the fictional writer. 
The fictional writer has none of the drudgery of manipulating historical 
sources, none of the temptation to falsify or supplement a fixed or imperfect 
body of evidence. His transmutations of experience are not shackled by the 
necessity of documentary verification. Why then should anyone take on the 
handicap of preserving historical truth if he wants to write a work of litera
ture? What is the point of trying to write works which are historically true, 
if they have exactly the same sorts of qualities as works which are fictional 
and verisirnilitudinous and are yet so very much harder to write? There 
may be men, like Carlyle, Tolstoy perhaps, who find something stabilising, 
some kind of aid to literary self-expression, in the mechanical industry 
exacted by the obligation to historical truth. But these men must be very 
rare. And there would be no point in making the realization of sensuous 

' 

instantive calculatory value a regular objective for the historian unless there 
were some special point in realizing them in works which are true rather than 
fictional. 

But is it really so much easier to realize literary values in fiction 
in history? I think perhaps we slip into thinking that any writer 
tries to realize literary qualities will have the same toil as the fictional writer, 
and then, ifhe is an historian, with an Obligation to set down nothing but 
truth, he will have an additional burden to bear, from which the fictionall 
writer is exempt. The novelist has the vast toil of transmuting his 
into a form in which it can effectively instantiate life-patterns, and we 
to think that a non-fictional writer aiming at the same end has the same 
toil, and then the additional mechanical effort of finding actual evidence 
transmute, and of keeping what he writes in a proper relation to the evidence .. 
But this is obviously a false idea. If a writer is bound to visible truth 
working from a definite body of evidence, then this means, not that he 
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through the same process of creation as the fictional writer and then has to 
face extra difficulties, but that his whole process of creation is different. 
Perhaps the fact that the evidence is fixed in advance makes the process of 
creation in some ways easier for the historian than it is for the fictional writer. 
At any rate there is no obvious conclusion about the respective difficulty of 
the two types of work. 

But suppose it really were much easier to realize literary qualities in 
fiction than in history. I think that if this were the case then it would 
in fact be pointless to attempt a historical, rather than a fictional work, 
which had only sensuous value. But there is nevertheless a point in writing 
historical works which do have instantive calculatory value, however 
much more difficult they may be to write than fictional works. 

In the first place, given any non-fictional description or explanation, 
which seems to instantiate a life-pattern, it is extremely unlikely that a 
fictional description or explanation has been or could be invented which 
instantiates exactly the same life-pattern, just as it is unlikely that exactly 
the same life-pattern can be instantiated by two distinct non-fictional de
scriptions. So long as the life-patterns are recognizably different in any 
particulars, the life-patterns they instance are liable to be subtly different 
as well. 

My second argument takes a little longer to set out. I said that a work 
has instantive calculatory value if it contains symbols or instances of patterns 
of thought and behaviour which can be inferred from or grasped through these 
symbols or instances.12 To say that a work has instantive calculatory value 
is to say that some people may be able to infer patterns of thought and 
behaviour from these symbols or instances. There will be a point in trying 
to realize instantive calculatory value in historical as well as fictional works, 
if it is easier for some individuals to grasp or appropriate the life-pattern 
through the instances, when the work is historical rather than when it is 
fictional. And I think it will be much easier for the reader to carry out the 
appropriation, if he already believes that the life-pattern which is instantiated 
actually obtains in the real world. But if the reader knows that the descrip
tions in the work are in fact historical knowledge, then he will for this very 
reason know that any life-patterns they instantiate are more than logically 
possible, whatever his previous first or second-hand experience of the world 
may be. Whereas if the descriptions are fictional, then whether or not he 
knows that the life-patterns they instance are more than logically possible, 
will depend on the extent of his previous first or second-hand experience 
of the world. And for any fictional instance of a life-pattern, there may be 
some person who, at the time he comes across the instance, does not have 
enough experience of the world to know whether or not the life-pattern is 
more than logically possible, and who will therefore find it more difficult to 
appropri:'lte. T~us, when life-patterns are instantiated by descriptions and 
e:,"planatIO~s which are historical knowledge, these descriptions and explana
tIOns functIon not merely as instances, but also provide that second-hand 

USee p. 218. 
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experience ofthe world which may be necessary for some person to know that 
the life-pattern is more than logically possible, and so make it easier for that 
person to appropriate the life-pattern, than it would be if the description and 
explanations were fictional. 

So I conclude that the realization of instantive calculatory value is a 
worthwhile as well as a possible objective for those who want to write 
works which are historical in non-academic senses of the word. 

I admitted that there would be no point in trying to make a work true 
rather than fictional if its value were to be exclusively sensuous, if indeed 
an exclusively sensuous work, either historical or fictional, is possible at all. 
Can we also say that if an historian is trying to realise instantive calculatory 
value, the sensuous descriptions with which he reinforces his instances might 
just as well be fictional as true? I can see no very strong objection to saying 
this. But if you are going to make the parts of your work with instantive 
calculatory value true, it is probably not much more effort to make any 
purely sensuously valuable parts true as well. 

IV 

Suppose, finally, that we take the thesis that history is essentially non
literary as a thesis about history in some academic sense, as a thesis about 
the kind of knowledge which is conventionally regarded as falling within 
the scope of history as an academic discipline. Is this thesis incompatible 
with the theses which I want to defend, i.e. that works of history can be 
appropriately judged by the standards of literary criticism, and that it is 
worthwhile for the historian to try to do what the poet or novelist tries to do? 
Only if the kind of knowledge which is conventionally regarded as belonging 
to Academic History is in fact conveniently demarcated. If Academic 
History is not a convenient division of knowledge in the first place, then the 
fact that historical knowledge, which serves literary ends or to which literary 
standards can be applied, does not fall within its scope, has no bearing on 
whether professional historians or anyone else should pursue that knowledge 
or assess it by literary standards. 

The growth of knowledge depends on mutual criticism. So if we want 
to further knowledge we will classify knowledge in such a way that groups 
of scholars can be associated with kinds of knowledge containing only such 
works as each one of them is capable of understanding and criticising. 
But there are degrees of understanding. And for every degree of under
standing, there will be kinds of knowledge containing only such works as 
one man can understand in that degree. The lower the degree of under
standing, the more distinguishable sorts of work there will be which belong 
to the kind of knowledge. And kinds of knowledge can be ordered in a scale 
of potential intelligibility, according to the degree to which one man could 
understand all the work which belongs to them. At the top of the scale there 
will be kinds of knowledge to which many distinguishable kinds of work 
belong, such as can be only relatively imperfectly understood by one man. 
At the bottom ofthe scale there will be kinds of knowledge to which relatively 
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few distinguishable sorts of work belong, such as one man can understand 
relatively well. The growth of knowledge depends too on mutual encourage
ment. And mutual encouragement presupposes a common end. So if we 
want to further knowledge we will classify it so that groups of scholars can 
be associated with kinds of knowledge which serve a single end, or possess a 
single kind of value, as well as being such that one man can in some degree 
understand all the works which belong to them. 

Our customary classifications of knowledge can in fact be vindicated on 
these principles. At the top of the scale of potential intelligibility we have 
as kinds of knowledge the Sciences and the Humanities. A man could 
conceivably hope to understand and assess in the roughest possible way 
any work belonging to the sciences which he came across, or any work 
belonging to the humanities, but he could not hope to understand even 
in the roughest way every work he came across regardless of which of 
the two kinds of knowledge it belonged to. Lower down in the scale 
are the particular natural and social sciences, physics, chemistry, economics, 
law, etc., and the particular branches of the humanities. The latter are 
classified on various principles. They may for instance correspond to the 
divisions between the various arts (and so to differences in the kinds of 
sensibility which the study of different arts requires), or they may corres
pond to the kinds of linguistic or historical knowledge which are necessary 
for understanding arts of all kinds in a common social background. Division 
on either principle serves the purpose of furthering knowledge through 
criticism. If the linguistic knowledge necessary for understanding the work 
in a branch of knowledge is restricted, it will be that much easier for a scholar 
to understand all the work which is done in that branch; and the same goes for 
restrictions on the type of sensibility required for the appreciation of studies 
of works of art. At the bottom of the scale, there are innumerable 
specialisms lmd subdivisions within these broad divisions of the humanities 
and within physics, chemistry, economics etc. 

The division between the Sciences and the Humanities can also be re
garded as a division drawn according to the ends served by knowledge, 
or the types of value which it can possess. The sciences have non-instantive 
calculatory value, the humanities (if we do not count works of art them
selves as knowledge) help us to appreciate the instantive calculatory and 
sensuous value of works of art. Thus our customary classification of know
ledge into particuJar kinds of Sciences and Humanities ensures that all the 
knowledge belonging to each particular kind has the same general type of 
value. 

.To s~y that a kind of knowledge is a discipline, or an autonomous disci
plIne, IS to imply that its demarcation serves the purpose of furthering 
knowledge. 

. ":'h~t we currently regard as falling within the scope of the academic 
dlsclphne of History is not in fact a kind of knowledge whose demarcation 
~erves the purpose of furthering knowledge, wherever we may try to place 
It on the scale of potential intelligibility. 

In support of this thesis I will show first that the kind of knowledge 
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which is historical in the sense of being knowledge of past human actions 
and their results is not a kind of knowledge which is demarcated so as to 
serve the purpose of furthering knowledge. Then I will show that what we 
currently call academic history does not differ from the kind of knowledge 
which can be called historical in this sense in any way which would make 
it more usefully demarcated for purposes of furthering knowledge than that 
kind of knowledge itself. 

I mention some of the kinds of knowledge which we are accustomed 
to distinguish. The principles on which they are demarcated may not 
be the best possible principles from the point of view of furthering know
ledge, but it is clear at least that no man can hope to be able to understand 
in even the roughest way every work he comes across irrespective of whether 
it belongs to either the Sciences or the Humanities, and no man can hope 
to understand in a more detailed way every work which belongs to more 
than a few of the kinds of knowledge which occupy the next position lower 
down in the scale. 

Suppose we take historical knowledge in the sense of knowledge of past 
human actions and their results. There is no particular kind of scientific 
knowledge which may not have to be drawn upon in the description and 
explanation of what humanity has done, no kind of linguistic knowledge 
or aesthetic sensibility which may not be necessary for understanding or 
appreciating what humanity has done. Thus whatever their position on the 
scale of potential intelligibility, none of our customary classes of knowledge 
will be such that acquaintance with them might not be a necessary condition 
for understanding works which contain historical knowledge in this sense. 
Hence, since no man can hope to understand in even the roughest way 
every work which belongs both to the sciences and the humanities, or to 
understand in a more detailed way every work which belongs to more than a 
few of the kinds of knowledge which occupy the next position on the scale, 
historical knowledge in this sense does not satisfy the condition of being in 
some degree intelligible to a single man. So it cannot possibly be a kind of 
knowledge which is usefully demarcated for the purpose of furthering 
knowledge. It also fails to satisfy the condition of homogeneity with respect 
to general value or end served. For we can study past human actions and 
their results either to explain the present, and thereby realise non-instantive 
calculatory value, or to elucidate the instantive calculatory and sensuous 
value of works of art or, for that matter, in order to create works of art them
selves, for some historical works can be classed as literature in the full sense. 

Is the kind of knowledge which currently falls within the scope of academic 
history any more conveniently demarcated for the purpose of furthering 
knowledge than knowledge of past human actions and their results? In 
England, academic history began with George I's foundation of Regius 
professorships of Modem History at Oxford and Cambridge. 

'... the king's avowed objects were to combat Jacobitism in the uni
versities and to train young men for the diplomatic service.'13 

18 M. McKisak, History as Education (London, 1956). 
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Until the development of German historical scholarship in the later nine
teenth century the subject was not taken sufficiently seriously for definite 
conventions to grow up about its scope. For Seeley and Stubbs its scope was 
past politics; academic history was the history of the state and of govern
ment. But even in their time some people found this definition too narrow. 

Two views prevail concerning the scope of history. One regards 
it ... as being solely concerned with states, so that ... 'history is past 
politics and politics is present history'. The other, which has found 
illustrious exponents from Herodotus downwards, conceives it to be a 
picture of the whole past, including everything which man has either 
thought or wrought. Of these views the former appears to us too 
narrow, and therefore misleading; the latter so wide as to become vague, 
fixing no definite limits to the province of history as bordering on other 
fields of learning. It seems better to regard history as the record of 
human action and of thought only in its direct influence upon action. 
States and politics will therefore be the chief part of its subject, because 
the acts of nations and of the individuals who have played a great part 
in the affairs of nations have usually been more important than the 
affairs of private citizens. But when history finds a private citizen 
who, like Socrates or St. Paul or Erasmus or Charles Darwin, pro
foundly influences other men from his purely private station, she is 
concerned with him as the source of such influence no less than with a 
legislator or general. History therefore occupies herself with theology 
or metaphysics or natural science not as independent branches of 
enquiry; but only in their bearing on the acts of men.14 

This kind of idea of the scope of academic history remained orthodox 
until the 1920's and 1930's, in France and Germany as well as in England. I 

;; 

But particul~rly since the last war, many academic historians have regarded 
even this kind of definition of the scope of the subject as too narrow. 

'When Seeley lectured here in the 80's of the last century, he described 
general history, or history proper, which he identified with the history 
of the state or of government, as the residuum left after other kinds of 
history had been peeled away, like the leaves of an artichoke, though 
Seeley did not use this homely simile. We ought not, he said, to 
expect "the historian" to pay much attention to the plays of Shakespeare 
or the discoveries of Newton. Today, while politics retains its central 

11 Preparatory Note to the first number of the English Historical Review (1886), pp. 1-6, 
Reprinted in F. Stem (ed.), The Varieties ofHistory (London, 1957), p. 175. 

15 See for instance E. Bernheim, Lehrbuch der Historischen Methode (5th ed., Leipzig, 
1914) 'History is the science which investigates and describes the spatially and temporally 
determined facts of the development of man in his activities (typical and collective as well 
as particular) as a social being in relation to psycho-physical causality.' (p. 9.) According 
to Pirenne 'History is the expository narration of the course of human societies in the 
past'. History takes account of human actions 'only as they are related to collective 
movements, or in the measure that they have influenced the collectivity' (H. Pirenne 
'What are historians trying to do?' (1931). Reprinted in H. Meyerhoff (ed.), Philosophy 
ofHistory in our Time (New York, 1959), pp. 94, 87. 
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position, we are inclined to try to put ~he artichoke togethe! again, 
we think of a community as a many SIded whole engaged mother 
activities than those which always concerned the, state, s.uch as th~ .con
stitutional the administrative the legal, the dIplomatIc, the mIlItary 
and to a ~ter or lesser ext~nt the econo~ic. ~he historian is n?w 
exhorted to take account of the importance In the lIfe of the commumty 
of activities less dependent on the s~ate, of d~velopments in religio~, 
philosophy, in science and the arts, In educatlOn and amusements, In 
manners, in housing and in dress.'16 

And there is a strong tendency, especially amon~ the more ~cs~at,ic or socially 
conscious type of historian, to push the boundarIes of the dIsclphne outwards 
until they comprehend any knowledge which can be called historical in any 
sense whatsoever. 

I have already shown that a discipline coterminous with knowledge 
which is historical in the sense that it is of past human actions and their 
results will not be usefully demarcated for the furtherance of knowledge. 
I now suggest that the same applies to a discipline whose scope is restricted 
to the history of society, to the history of human actions as they are related 
to collective movements and even to a discipline whose scope is restricted to 
past politics. And such disciplines are uselessly demarcated for the purpose 
of furthering knowledge for the same reasons that knowledge of all past 
human actions and their results is uselessly demarcated as a kind of 
knowledge. 

In the first place, both sorts of disciplines would fail to satisfy the con
dition of homogeneity of general value. Studies of the history of society 
or of the history of politics can have non-instantive calculatory value or they 
can have instantive calculatory and sensuous value. But if a classification 
of knowledge is to assist mutual encouragement, each kind of knowledge 
which it distinguishes must have one general kind of value only. Knowledge 
of each kind can have either instantive calculatory and sensuous value, or 
non-instantive calculatory value, but not both. 

In the second place, a discipline concerned with the history of society, 
if not one concerned with past politics only, will fail to satisfy the condition 
of containing works which are all at least roughly intelligible to a single man. 
All kinds of scientific knowledge can be necessary for the description and 
explanation of human actions 'as they are related to collective movements'. 
The his~ory o~ society cans on as many different kinds of knowledge as there 
are SOCIal SCiences. A good deal of learning in theology or biology is 
needed to describe even the 'influence upon action' of St. Paul or Darwin. 

It seems .then. that the knowledge which we regard as the special province 
of ~cademrc History nee~s t? be reclassified. Much knowledge which can 
be m some sense called hlstoncal already falls within the scope of disciplines 
which are ~er.na~cated so as to serve the furtherance of knowledge. Some 
of these dISCIplInes, such as ~eology and astronomy, consist entirely of 
knowledge of the past; others, Including some of the social sciences, consist 

1. J. R. M. Butler The Present Need for History (Cambridge, 1949), pp. 15, 16. 
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entirely of knowledge which is historical in the sense that it is of particular 
states events and processes. What is necessary is that the remaining parts 
of historical knowledge, which we at present think of as the special province 
of Academic History, a characteristically historical discipline, should be 
assigned to old or new disciplines whose demarcation facilitates the progress 
of knowledge. 

There are various possibilities here, and this is not the place to discuss 
their respective merits. But insofar as there is any uncertainty at all about 
the sort of discipline to which a historical enterprise is to be assigned, the 
academic historian is free to undertake that kind of enterprise. And this 
means that he is free to undertake historical work with literary kinds of 
value, and free to assess historical work by literary standards. So the doc
trine that works which are literature in the full sense are 'not history', is 
without practical significance even if it is in fact true of Academic History 
as at present constituted. 
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