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Introductﬁon: A Fit Between History and Historiography

N\

"Nothing in the historian's view of his discipline
causes greater consternation among philésophers than the
claim thét historical events, sequences of events and indi—
viduals are in some sense 'unic;t.le'."‘l In so saying Hull does
not charaéterize the view of all historians. It has of late
become more acceptable in the profession to eschew or to de-
ride this b;ew, but it is the traditional view, and if a vote
were possible, it would probably Stlll poll a majority. It is
connected to the conv1ctlon that somehow the hlstorlan 5 dis-
cipline is different .from the natural sc1ence§ in some signifi—
cant and fundamental methodological and logical respects.

Of course histeorians are.pog philosophers, and one does

not look to them for tonceptual clarification of this view. ]

Cne will not find them explicating 1

-

rent fashion the

1N
sense in Wthh historical phenomena are ﬁFch one unique. One

iogks to the phllosopher for conceptual clarlflcatlon but in
this instance one looks in vain. The traditional view—- the
dominént view—- in recent analytical philosophy is that there

is no sense in which an historical phenomenon is unigue except

- Q

8~ - N



that trivial one in which any phenomenon as one countakble

item i's unigue. Insofar as’historians bélabék a trivial point
win a way that makes it look far more significant than itfis,
théy are said to Be misguided. Insofar as- they hold that
there is some speéial sense in which an historical phenomenon

as such i1s unique, they are said to hold a false or incoherent

<

Viewﬂ There is little for the philosopher to ciarify'of to SN
make sense of. How does one make sense of a mistake?

It is intéresting to note that this attitude prevails
even among those philosophers committed to the position that
there are significant methodological and logicél différences
between historiography?énd other SZiences. They.base their
pési{ions on considerations other than th?.alleged.uniqueness
of historical phenomena. ’ T

“This attitude also influences the few who do attempt to
make out a phiXSsophically interesting sense of historical
unigqueness. Almost none of them explicitly ma&g their point
as one about the historical event,!era or phenomenon"as such;
Rather, uniquehess claims are usually made as claims about
;he historian's interest or point of_view.or concern as op-
pésed to claihs ébout the nature of what he-studies and writes ~
about. Historical facts and historical phengmena, it is said, \\~

have no special property or quality called 'unigueness' that
- o

sets them apart in a special class.2 Rather, they are said -

W
4

to be merely facts and phenomena that come in for a special

sort of study and interest on the part of some peqple known

S
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as historians. _ : v

Nevertheless, as the histérian Hofstadter pdints out,
the fo;midable philosophical criticisms of the view, "however
'impressive as forays in logiqal analysis, do not succeed in
spreading émdng historians the conviction that history is sci-
entific."? And they fail, he implieg, to erase the conviction
that each historical phenomenon is as such unique.

In this dissertation I start with thegfact of the con-
viction., I shall try to make out a sense %which' an histori- -
cal phenomenon, is as such unicque in a way distinct from that
trivial sense in which any one counﬁable is unique. This does
not necessarily mean t{ying to discover hithe;to unnoticed,
unknown special properties of historical phenomena, but‘it
does mean developing some cl;ims that go bevond those about
the peculiar sorts of interest and ways of thinking that govern'
the historian's study of, and writing about, history. My pro-
ject will include a consideration of claims about the peculiar
nature of history (as opposed to historiography)\yhich demands
those interests in it and 'ways of thiqking about_it.' It means
developing .some claims ab;ut the yfit' between Historiographi—
cal method and logic on the one hand and history on the other.

It is. a commonplace observation among philospﬁﬁers that
<

P

'history' as ordinarily used can be subject to ambiguity. ©On

the one hand it refers to past events involving men and women

and their achievements. On the other it refers to the siudy

of those evénts and achievements and to the written results
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of that study. I dé not suggest that what the word, in its
two.senses, is used to talk about are two unrelated or en-
tirely d{séinct things. I would, however,‘lihe to mark a
distinction by regerving 'history' to refer to the past events
and phenoména studied by the historian and by employing this-
toriography' when speaking of the historian’'s stuq¥ and in-
vestigation of past events. I do this in order to underline
the deliberately th_sided aﬂproach I take to the problem of
unigueness in whithi alternately change my point of focus
from historiography to history and back agéin. | )

If the philosopher is to take seriously the historian's
deep rooted conviction -that historical phenomena are unigue in
some special and important sense, then he must try to see that
conviction as being related to some aspects of the traditional
way of doing historioéraphy. A careful examination of the
historian's procedures would be in prder. Such an examination
of the wa; the historian coins, defines and employs many of
the terms he uses to describe historical phenomena shows one
feature of historiography to be truly distinctive from‘efher
disciplines. I argue that the historian's distinctive defi-
nitional proceédures involve his treating some historical phe:
nomena as beimg descriptively uniqgé.

This side of my apprecach might be characterized aé epis-
temological or methodological. I am not sure how aptly either
of “these.do in fact describe it. In any case, I am concerned

with how the historian formulates and justifies various
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descriptivé.claims about particular pistorical phenomena.

I am cdéncerned witg the distinctive logical properties of
spome of ;Qe terms employed in tﬁese historiograph£;a1 claims.
lAnalésiQ of.the-loéic of descriptive terms and qéfi— )
nitional procedures will require a good deal of reporting hew

__historians in fact handle the problem of defining a few éx—
emplary descriptive terms. The extensive reporting iS're;
guired because the peculiarities of historiographical defi-
nition have hitherto gone almost completely unnoticed by philosoF
phers. Philosophers havé missed.these as well as other dis--
tinctive featutes of historiography because they tend to
chéose isolated sentences and paragraphs from isolaﬁed his-
toriographical works for analysis rather than choosing
a whole collection of €¢laims and counterclaims, arguments and
rebuttéls, hypotheses and objections advanced by various his-
. . ' . .

torians engaged in controversy over an issue. ¢

Few historiognéphical works are simply monologues. Mggt
.are'written as contributions to larger discussions among his-
" torians. Just as grdinary everyday remarks quoted out of the
context of everyday discussion in which they occur can be
reagily m;sundé;stood, so can the sense and the logic ¢f iso-
lated historiographical claims, acQSPnts and explanatio be
easily misconstrued by the philosopher of history. .Seg:jg ‘
how certain sbrts gf hﬁstdfiographical claims and certain his-

toriographical proceddres involve treating certain historical.

phenomena will involve seeing how such claims function in the

~



-conte#t of Hi;toriographical controversy. The first side of
my app}oach to the uniqueness problem will }nvolve the‘ex-
tensive reporting_of what various "historians have said about
SOme'controveréial'descriptive term in order to present a '
sﬁitable case for logical analysis. -

However, once one understands hod certain historiographi-
cal procedures work- and how they may be distihctive'compared
to procedures emp%&yed in other‘diécipl;ﬁés, one can still
ask wheither such procedures are justified. Are they merely
arbitrary? Ought they to be abandoned for other possible pro-

-1cedures-— in-particular, for oﬁés modeled on those employed in
the natural sciences? Can other procedures berinteliigibly
employed 1in historiography? These questions lead to the second
side of my approach-- to the focus on history. Is {here some-
thing about historical phenomené and the historical process
that requires descriptive terms of a certain logical type in

- order to accuratel ribé the phencmena? How would this
sort of considera;?:ie:i:%EfyLthe distinctive definitional

procedures employed by the historian? Historioéraphical d;gié

nitions may treat certain historical phenomena as being each

one unique, but is theré something about such phenomena that

is indeed captured by the claim that they are unique and that

justifies their being so treated?
To ask aboyt this something about nistorical phenomena
that requires distinctive terms is gbﬁ to pose an nhistoriographi-

-
cal question. It 1s not to pose a question to which an answer

.../



can be discovered and te’ d by assessing eﬁidence coﬁcegning
yarious historical phenomena in the saée manner as the'his—‘
torian answe}s the quesfions He poses about the Prench Revq—
lution. .He asks who the central participants wére, how much
opposition the revolutiqn provoked in various parts of France
and Europe, "what its pgiﬁcipal causes were, what its relation-.
ship to other éighteed%h century revolutions was, ip what way
"the changes it brought about in Franée were truly revolution-
ary, etc. These are . questions about the aetails of a certain
historical phenomenéna- histofical details_typically unknown
to the historian when he poses the questions he seeks to
answer., ) N
He answers such cuestions only after assessing the.diaries
of participants, contemporary journals and newségbers, letters
between polltical figures of the time, voters rolls, tax re-
cords, etc. which are already coun;ed by members of.the histori-
ographical community as_pieces of'evidencg relevant to answer-
ing the questions. He also seeks_to disco&er new evidence,
hitherto unnoticed or ﬁnknoﬁn,{of to find documents whose ex-
istence has been known bﬁt whose relevancé to the guestion has

gone unnoticed. Because he seeks to disso¥er new evidence. and

to-reassess the relevance of already accepted pieces of evi-

dence in ordex to arrive at answers about the details his-

(S

tory, those details must be regarded as something not kn to

nim untlil after his inguiry is completed.

~



L The cuestlon I pose about the nature of history and the
&
'\\“‘h*sfbrlcal process is not about historical detalls as yet un-—
discovered and unknown to us. I ask about something we and
< 3 .

the historian already know or presdppose about history and
the historical prccess. Answering the question willlinrclve
clarifying what we already know by sorting out some impli-~
cations of the obvious and the familiar. The quespion;i‘pose
is a phllosophlcal one.
when he beg*ns his inquiry into the details of the French

Revolution, the hlstorlan must already have some understandlng
of what counts as an historical event—- of what qualifications
the event must have to be counted an episode in history. He
employs criteria to d&{ferentlate between events of possible
historical signl‘lcagfé and those without historical signifi-
cance. He recognizes that some events belong to the historical
process even if he does not vet know all their details. This
is meant to be more of a logical than a psychplogical peoint.
The selection of the French ﬁe:;;ution as a subject for his-
toriographical investigation presupposes some criterion of

' selecfion. Presumably it is one whereby we intuitively recog-
nize that some titanic struggle between two dinosaurs as re-
constructed by a paleontologist or some future and very dis-
tant galactic explosion as predlcted by an astrophy51c1st is
not an historical event. -

I suggest that one feature of this familiar,-generally

accepted criterion is that historical events and phenomena
e ' ,



invélve the past doings and sﬁfferings of other pe%ple, even
if in a given case we are sometimes unclear abou% who they

all were and what exactly it was that they did or Sfoéred.

If this is so, the already familiar criteria whereby we recog-
nize human conduct and distinguish it from the behavior of
inanimate objects, of animate but non-~human life, and of

human beings themselves on occasions Qhen their behavior sug-
gests something other than human conduct become relevant to
characterizing the nature of hiétory and the historical pro-
cess. |

To say that we are already familiar with these criterié
is not to say that we are not confused and unclear abouiftgem
when asked to formulate them in so many word;. It is‘ﬁ§ §ay
‘that the ;ystematic choices and distinctions we make in thé
course of our everyday conduct presuppose such c;it;ria and
at the‘s?me time manifest an ﬁnderstanding.of theM;' Claims
" about tﬁe nature of history will involve‘c&aimshébout how some
of thesé familiér criteria should ée formulated. Thus my
second "approach-- the focus on the.nature of history-- might
be éonsidered a canceptual or ontological one.

It can be argued that the nature of human conduct is such
that it involves the agent's more or less thinking about what
he is doing and about who he is. It might be that such thoughts
and ideas are not mere éécompaniments of human conduct but are
integral to its being hﬁman coﬁduct at all. Furkthermore, they

may be integral in such a way that exactly what a human agent



is doing in a particular céseﬂis'in pa{t constitut
he thinks he is doing and ﬁho-he thinks he is. The age
a view of the world and of his conduct-- a view within which
he draws distinctions between what he is doing or has done
and other possibilities for action. What he does may be a
function of, and mayv be informed.By, those distinctions; In-
deed, I shall argue just these poipts in the course of my
second -approach. ' .

The relevance of these points for historical unigueness
is that they point toward a certain 'dimension' of uniqueness
possessed by historical pheﬁomena. Insofar as the historical
agents participating in or connected with an historical event

A

or other phenomenon had'their own View of the world and of
their conduct, the event or phenomenon must be considered unique
vig-é—vis other historical phenomena constituted by the conduct
of agents of other times and places with their own views of
their conduct and their world. Insofar as the distinctions
dréwn by pa;gicipating agents with respect to their own con-
duct are not drawn by agents of other times and places -with
respect to their own conduct, the actions of the participating
agents, in part é function of these distinctions, must be of
different types than the actions of agents of other times

and places. For example, insofar as those involved in the
?rench Revolution had theilr own views of what thgyywere about

and of their own indentity, their revolution must be considered

unique vis-3a-vis the Glorious and the American Revolutions of



preceding generations. Insdfar as the Bolsheviks had their
own ideas of Qhat“they were deoing an o% who they were, the
Russian Revolution must be considered as; nigye vis-a-vis
all three of the pfeéeding. A cgg;%z: consideration of his-
tory and the historical process‘will inﬁolve a clarification
of how this dimension of unigueness works and of why it must
be considered an essential aspect of history. |

For historiography the i&plication of these points about
the nature of Eistory is that in order to accurately describe
past human conduct—--— in ordeéwto say exactly what 1t was that
some historical agéht was doing-- the historian must use a de~-
scriptive vocabulary which emboéies distinctions ﬁade in a
way congruent with the way the agent viewed his world and
" his actions. The distinctions drawn by~thé historian in de-
scribing must not be alien to the distiﬁctiéns made by the
agent within his world-view. They must be just those distiqc—
tions drawn by the agent himself in the course of hié conduct
or logical extensions of them and constructions on them.

It'is on this point that my two approaches;— éhe focus on
history and the focus on historiogréphy;- converge. "I pelieve
it can be shown thét historiographical 'definitions which treat

some historical phenomena as descriptively unique and which

Pl

produce descriptive terms with peculiar logical properties
are geared to defining degz}iptive vocabulary corresponding to
the historical agent's own way of viewing his conduct, his

world and himself. If so, one could say that there is a
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certain fit between the nature of history}and historiog;aphical
procedure. 'The former is. such that qnly'descriptions heefing
certain reauirements could accurately describe a particular
historical phenomenon. The latter is such that it coins de-
scriptive terms that could be used to meet tﬂose requirements.'
I believe that it is in the fit between historiography and
history at this point that the full force of the uniqueness

claim is to be brought out.
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Chapter 1: A Plurality of Historical Unigueness Claims

A
1.1 Unigueness at Two Levels of the Historian's Inquirv:

Numerous thinkers have held historical phenomena to be
each one unigue or individual in some significant sense.. Yet
those who make such claims do not seem to be of one mind as

to the meaning or the import of the claim-~ perhaps because

-

LY

most are cléarér about what positions thev seek to deny by
invoking -historical unigueness than they are about the posi-
tive content of their claims. However, some clarification
of the case on behalf of histeorical unigueness results if
one distfnguishes between itwo approaches taken by those making
the case. Each approach ;ocuses on one of two aspects or
levels of histor;ographical induiry. .
The first focuses on the explanations and accounts of
hi;torical phenomena that the historian formulates. The unique-
ness ;laim is either.defended or attacked as one about the
nature of the explanations the historian either happéns t&
offer.or is ob%iged to offer given ‘the nature of the phenome-

non explained or given his interests. This is the most usual

approach taken by contemporary philosophers of history, .given
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their special concern with problems in the logical analysis

of explanation. é%e cueStion of the role of general laws and

of pfher types of generalization in historiographical 1nau1ry

often arises as an important issue to, one taking thls approach.
A far less usual contemporary approach is one that focuses

on the nature of historiographcial description-- i.e.,-on the

logic and grammar of the terms the historian uses to describe

the phenomena he investigates. Perhaps this is beq?use recent
philosophers have recognized noéhing particularly problematic
about the historian's.descriptive vocabdﬁary that would not
also apply to éﬁe preéicates of an§ descriptivé vocabula:y;.

. They have }ecognized nothing of note that is not already of
concern to logicians analyzing the relationship between sub-
ject and predicafe'implicit in any description. Nevgrthelessr
a positioncan be and has been staked ocut concerning the way that
the special character of an historical phenomenon-- its his-
torical uniqueness—- demands that %istoriographical descrip-
tion be of a special nature. In effect such a position in-
volves claims about special logical features of historiographi- gg:;
cal predicates.

Dividing up the field of uniqueness claims in this manner
presupposes that one can distinguish two separate levels\of »
historiographical inquiry-- description and explana?ion.

Usually description is taken to be the prior level. Sne éanﬁ

not explain something unless one first has some idea of what

one is explaining-- i.e., unless one is able to describe it.
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There is no ex#lanation of an event unless it 1s an expla-
nation of 1t under a specified cie?_-scri;:ation.‘l Thus historians
are often saild first to determine to some extent what happened
on a gilven occasion and then to seek some sort of explanation
for its happening. They determine, for example, that a
European war broke cut in September 1939, and then tﬁey ask
why or how.2 X
_ However, the fact that we intuitivelv make this distinc-
tion should not lea& us to conclude anything about the logical
relationship between the two levels—- in particular, that the
_description of an historical event is or can be accomplished
in a way that is logically independent.of its explanation.
That conclusion has been drawn of course, but it also has been
vigorously contested, for example, by Collingwood in his in-
famous aphofism: "When the historian knows what haﬁbened,he

already knows why it happened."3 The point to pbe made iiigfrj

that if uniqueness claims about the descriptive level of his

-

teriographical inquiry Imply claims about -the logic of his-
a :
toriographical explanation, that is an issue to be considere
only after an investigation of‘the claims made by those taking
the second approach. Those taking the first approach usually
take for granted that the deECriptive level of historical in-
guiry is unproblematic from the philoscpher's point of view--
i.e., that the terms in which the historian describes an his-

torical phenomenon are not such as to imply that it is unique

in any way other than the trivial sense of numerical unigueness.
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It is this approach that I consider first.

—

1.2.1 Explanatory Unigqueness

Tt is conceded by many thinkers that historiographical
inquiry and writing involve the description of historical phe-
nomena and that fhis in turn involves the aﬁplication of gen-‘

. eral d;scriptive terms to tﬁe phenqmena in question. The
érench_Revolution is a revolution after all, and labelling

it -as such presupposes the récognition of similarities between
it and other revolutions.4 Therefore, it cannot plausibly be
‘said to be absolutely unique in the sense of being unlike any
other historical phenomenon in anvy sense whatsocever. It is;
for example, like the Russian Revolution inasmuch as both are
_revolutions. Furthermore, historians, in describing its course
and its component events {like the storming of the Bastille)3
implicitly classify it with other historical phenomena to

which or to the compeonents of which the ;;me descriptive gen-
eral terms are applicable. Such terms are in principlé appli-~
cable to an indefinite number of particulars, and the French
Revolution would be similar to any of these. It is not hnique
in a way that Qould prevent 1ts classification with other events
and phenomena on the basis of shared similarities.

Nevertheless, this concession by itself does not stop
one from arguing that each historical phenoménon is unique in
a way that renders its historiographical .exXplanation inappli-
cable to other events of its tvpe or of the various tvpes of

which it is an instante.§ This inapplicability seems to be
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what Nowell-Smith has.in miih when hé asserts that events like
revolutions are uﬁique in that "no set bf‘ﬁredicates which<coﬁ_
tains everything that'we tn;nk to be relevant to the descrip~- .
ﬁion and expianation of one revolﬁtioh wouid aﬁply to any
other.“6 Althéugh he makes his point as oneiabout Both eipla;
nation and description, it is clear from what he says else-
where in the article that his main concern is with the_former
and with the rofe of.general laws and generalizatibn.in it.

He argues: "No’two_epochs, episodes or events in hisfory can
be known to be similar ig all respects thai might reasonably
bé:supposed relevant to their explanation.".7 While discussing
the jdétification of historiographicai contrafactual claims,

he argues further that historians would not appeal to parallel

cases since such cases, although similar in many ways to the

case at issue, "would inevitably be different in relevant re-
spects‘.s"s - -

| Nowell-Smith's point is that historians do not explain
events by even tacit reference to other historical events of
the same fype by means of assumed general laws governing that
type. Historiographical explanations of an event are said £o
be unique to that event ingﬁhat they are applicable to it
alone. In one trivial réspébt, of codurse,.explanations of
the French Revolution-- of its outcome or of its various fécets
and aspecté—- are applicable to it alone insofar as they men-

tion by name particular events, institutions, persons, etc.

that played a role in it. Such individuals for the most
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art glayed no role 1n revolutions elsewhere. But Nowell-
7 Smith's point is about the predicates—- the descriptive terms,
which he assumes to be general terms-—- found in these expla-

eationsf The French Revolution must be described in some way

in or&er to spegify what is to be explained, and the persons,

institutions, ;Ezial and economic coeditions, etc. mentioned
muet be characterized to some extent as being of certain sorts
or kinde of persons, institutions, etc. in order to specilfy
their roéles in brlnglng it about or their roles: in whateve: it
is about the revolution that is being explalned. For example,
to mentlon the Jacoblns or Louls XVI as the cause(s) of the revo-
Iution 15 not to exgii}n its occurrence unless something more
of a more general descriptive nature is said or is taken for
grented about what_they or he did that Breught it about. Per-
haps the Jacobins excited rebellion with inflammatory propagan-—
da. Perhaps Louis XVI as king oppressed the populace beyehd
endurance. ' Nowell-Smith's p01nt is that at least some of the
descriptive terms necessary to the explanatlon will not be
fournd to be applicable to other revolutions or to the persons,

: 4institutions, conditions, etc. pla?ing a role in the explana-
tion of those revolutions. The French Revolutlon is said not
merely to be different from other .revolutions, but different 1n
ways that are important to explaining it and them. Its expla-
nation cannot be generalized to cover them. .

Nowell-Smith's claim about relevant differencés between

historical events of the same type is a strong one-- that is,
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these ére said to be %inevitable" The contrast is drawn be-
tween events studied by the h*storlan and those investigated
by the scientist where the latter is aéle to assume, for ex-
ampie, that "what happened to one sample of sulphuric acid
would happen to any other sample" under the-same circumstances.9
The question is whether Nowell-Smith's claim about inevitable
relevant differences in history is a legitimate basis for the
clear distinction he wants to draw between historiogréphical
and scientific approaches to their respective subject matters.
'

Why should one suppose that there are always significént dif-
ferences between two historical phenomena of the same type?
Possible answers to that question reveal severa; different

senses-- ontological and methodologicél-— }n which the uniqueQ

ness claim concerning historiographical explanation can be

taken. _ ’ ~

1.2.2 Historical Unigueness and the Nature of History
Nowelil-Smith interprets Collingwood as holding the po-
sition that "historical events are a special class of events
which have a special property of 'uniqueness' which distin-
guishes them from other, perhagi fscientific' or 'natura}'
events."10 The historigal.events are "necessarily such that
no'regularitiés can be found the‘rein."‘l.l Consequeﬁ%ly, an
explanation of the French Revoiution, even in a generalized -
form, could not be- applicable to other revolutloés because tnu

that would 19#Blve the assumption of regularities. Colllng-

wood's position thus interpreted would be an example of the
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uniqueneés claim with strong ontological import. It is a claim
that rests on further c¢laims about the nature of historical
phenomena being explained. Although he does not in so'‘many
words attribﬁ;e a special property of 'uniquenesé' to histori-

cal events, he does seem to lend h%mself to this scort of in-

terpretation.12

According to Collingwood, tnhe historian studies past hu-
man“actions.13 These are said to be clearly distinguishgble

from other sorts of events like natural processes in that such

actions are the expressions of thought.14 Actions are there-

-

fore said to have an inside or thought side to them as well as

anoutside or physical side. Events in the world of nature,

[y

on the other hand, are said to have only an outside. The very

nature of historical{évents as expressions of thought is then

.

sald for two reasons to render their explanation by subsumption

~under general laws or other generalizations both inappropriate

and impossible.

First, Collingwood seems to argue that any expression of

-

thodght must he gscertained and understood (and therefore pre-
~sumably explained) as a precondition of its. characterization
as an instance of a generalization implying similarity to
gther-ﬁistqrical henomena. > From this claim it would fol-

low that an explanation of hl would be uniquely applicable to

+

it since any other h would have to be ascertained and explained

-

by itself and in its own right before it could be compared.to

hi for similarities and dissimilarities. To'see how it™would

»*
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follow consider the possibility of applying the explanation

of h.l to h2. Its being so applicable would mean that the
sorts of conditions expla;ning hi's being_of a cerfain‘type
would be seen to explain h2's beihg’of a certain type as well.

But in order to see“that one would presumably have to have al~

readv classified h2 as being of the same type as h

5

1 and the
conditions explaining p2 as being of the same sort as .those
explaining h__.L The similar explanatory conditions could only
be seen as explaining n2's being of a certain type if that
type is the one of which h1 i1s also an instance. One would
thereby see h2 as subsumable undér the same generalization as
h,- The explanation of h, would there?y be interwoven with
its chargcterization as an instance of a generalization where-~
as Collingwood supposes that its explanation must be prior to
and indeﬁendent of such a characterization.

Second, he argues that there are no’‘regularities that do
indeed hoid for historical phenomena of any given kind bevond
a limited historical period.16 There are said to be no gen—
.eral laws of unrestricted historical applicability covering
exDre551ons of thought; hence such laws could play no role
- in Nistoriographical explanatlon. Apparently ne takes ways
of thinking to be specific to a glven period. By thelr very
-nature-they do_not recur-in later periods. Of course tHe
absence Qﬁ-genéral laws or other témporally unrestricted gen-

eralization from nlstorlograpnv would not by itself mean that

the expTanatlon of an nlstorlcal phenomenon must be absolutely

S—
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unique to it alone. But it would be unidue in principle re-
lative to events of other h;sﬁorical periods howev;r they
might be classified or typed. Thus the second argument also
implies some element of uniqueness in historiographical ex-
planation on the basis of the natufe 6f nistorical events as
expressions of thought. -

Nowell-Smith, however, wants ro part in making the strong
ontological claim. He rejects the implied dichotomy of his-~
torical versus non-historical events. Historical events, ac-
cording to him, in themselves have no special nature that sets
them apart from the norn-historical. He cites the example of
Mt. Vesuvius' eruption in 79- A.D. as an eyent that could be
studied by either the geologist or the-historian.17' The point
ﬁs that at least some events could count as being both natural
and historieal and that the possibility of a neat ontological
division is thereby puit into guestion.

Unfoftunateiy NowellLSmith does not'clearly,elaborate

the point. The point at issue is explanatorv uniqueness.

While it is true that schalars ®f Roman history interest them-
selves in Vesuvius' eruption, they do so only insofar as it
plaved a role in the historical event thev may be investi-
gating-- e.g., the fall and destruction of Pcmpeii. Explain-
ing the sccurrence of the eruption itself is not Qithih
their pretended area of competence or interest. 'That. task

=

is a job for the geclogist, who would subsume the event or.

components thereof under general physical laws. Nowell-Smitht's
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example hardly unde?mines qulingwood's position; it reinforces
it.

Nowell-Smith could of course use some other gxample such
as the outbreak of bubonic plague in the European Middle Ages.
An account of that event would involve c¢iting factors having
to do with hygiene and animal parasitism which are of interest
to medical science and which are assumed to be amenable to
generaliéation. The outbreak could be investigated as a case
study to be explained in a }ay that is applicable to other
cases of plague gutbreaks. But }Fhmight also be taken as an
historical event an explanationlof which calls for citing and
describing, ways of life, reliéious modes of thought, systems
of trade, etc. all éf which are to be found together only
at that time in history; The event could not then be classi-
fied as'falling only on the one side of the dichotomy. It
has no special nature that demands an explénation of only one
. sort such that no explanation of it would be applicable to

other events of the same type.

1.2.3 Contingent Historical Unigueness

The con51deratlons above lead Nowell Smith to stake out

18

a weaker ontological posEtlon for the explanatorv unigqueness
claim. He argues th

although there is nothing special in

themselves about historical eventg, the subject matter of his-
tory simply, as a matter of fact: fails to supply the historian
with reéularities-— that history fails to reveal any uniformi-

ty. What he seems to have in mind here is a point similar.to
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one that Rescher makes—- namely, that uﬁ}que events happén,to
abound in the history of. nations, personal histories, and the
history of thought, literature, science and technology.19

| According to Rescher, unigue events are events for\ﬂﬁich
all classifications (i.e., ways in which each is similar to
other events) will féil to illuminateLsdequately the classi-
fied event itself by vielding additional information about it.
Th ssassination of the Afchéﬁge at Sarajevo, for example,
can be classéd in various groupings as a shooting, as a poli~
tical assassination, as = cohtribstory factor to war, eEc.
Insofar as it is so classified correctly, it is similar to
other events in ‘the various groupings. But, Rescher claims,
none of these classifications 1s related to any other classi-
"fication {or at least to any other classification of interest

to the historian) by means of a known general law. None of

these classifications is what he calis a "nomological classi-

-~

fication".‘o Therefore none of them serve to relate the assas-—

ination to other historical events so classified in a predic-
tive or anhexplanatory fashion. It is simply a fact.of his-
tory that most of its events should fail to be nomologically
classifiable. |

The reason for this, according to Nowell-Smith, is that
history does.not provide a "theoretically inexhaustible supply
of homogeneous substances or instances of a species."z‘l This
fact is sﬁpposea to render implausible, when applied to history,

the scientist's assumption that we can confidently make well
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grounded assertions that two cases are the same in all rele-
vant respects so that an explanation of what happened in one
would be applicable to the explanation of what happened in

the other. Consider how th%ﬁscientist's assumption governs
his procedure in a case where he asserts that two given samples
are alike in all relevant respecﬁs when in fact they are not.
For example, he may believe that the fact that two samples

are lead is the only similarity relevant to their chemical
behavior under various circumstances. But when he discovers
different behavior in the two samples under the same set of
circumstances, he goes on.to.discover that there are two iso-
topes of lead (léad-x and lead-y). Hé discovers the further
possibility of relevant similarity and dissimilarity in a

new respect, and -he goes on to extend his basic assumptionIEO'
cover this further possibility; he assumes he can discover
further samples of lead-x (i.e., samples tjf same in all rele-
vant respects to the first cone) and further samples of 1ead—y;

Usually nature obliges, and the écientist accordingly revises

his scheme of general laws about the chemical behavior of

lead. -
Nowell-Smith's point seems to be that in fact history is
not so kind tq the historian. If he tries to épply the sci-
entist's'assumption to his undefstamding of{two revolutions,
X and Y, he usually finds some striking dissimilarity between

the two calling for explanation—-- perhaps dissimilar outcomes

‘or dissimilar precipitating conditions or dissimilar aims or
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intensities. Should he theh go‘on to discover properties by
which X differs from Y and which could coun? as relevant simi-
larities between X énq some other revolutions having the same
outcome or preciﬁitating conditions or whatever as X, Ee will
be frustrated. He will be unable to find enouéh evidence for
a well grounded éssertion of relevant similarity between X
and other revolutions possessing the properties by which X
differs-from Y. For, it is claimed, the number of such revo-
lutions“one acﬁually finds in history is alwayé too small to
support such well grounded assertions. "There are enough men
ﬁo make physioclogical generalizations'possible. But there
are not enough similar béttles,,wars, revolutions,.foreign o}
domestic policies té allow us to treat historical events in
this way."22 Indeed, one might claim that often or fypically
in history the characteristics differentiating Revolution X °
from all the other revolutions with significantly different
cutcomes, precipitating conditions or whatever are so exten-
éive that Revolution X will turn out to be the sole case of
an x-type revolution.23
This weaker ontological position, however, really fails

to provide adecuate support for Nowell-Smith's claim that_an

historical event will inevitablf turﬁ out to be different from
others of its type in é way relevant to its exblanation. It
might be conceded that it is true that so far history has
failed to supply the historian. with any regularities signifi-

cant enough to allow the historiographical explanation of one
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event to be generalized to others,'but it might be argued that
this is so‘because the historian has traditionally failed to
-look for any. The discovery of régularities inQolves the
systematic comparison of phenomena of the same type. As hés
often been noted, the hiﬁtorian traditionally studies the
French Revolution, for example, not as one of a type but in
its oﬁn right. In his account of it one finds scattered and
occasional comparisons of conditions in France at the time

and of other of its aspects to conditions elsewhere in Eurcope

[N

and to aspects of some other cont mporary or nearly contem-

porary European revoluti pted revolutions. Simi-

larities and dissimilarities are noted sometimes merely for
the sake of interest, sometimes to refute or undermine some-—
one else's explanation and sometimes to pose a problem de-

manding explanation.24

But traditionally there has been little
interest in extensive systematic comparisonxof cases, and

without such compariscn one cannot hope to4g}963¥er régulari—

t

ties.

"Where the search for regularities does get under wavy, if
is not so clear that history fails to yield them. Social sci-
ences like economics and sociology, according to some views, °
seek to'and do formulate general laws and lawlike generali—'
‘zations tﬁat are applicable to the explanation of events of
the-sametypethroughouthistory,and ecbnomic and social hisﬁori—
ans sometimes do explicitly appiy these generalizations to the

explanation of a particular event. For example, Gresham's Law

Il
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is sometimes explicitly applied to explaining the alleged dis-

-

appearance of gold coin in late Merovingian and in Carolingi-
an Gaul.25 In the course of the debate about the covering .
law model of ﬁistoriographical éxplanation proponents‘of the
model cite other examples of apparently implicit appiications
of general laws. Donagan, for example, though not a proponent
of the model, cites an explanation of sixteenth century Euro-
pean inflation regulting from an influx of South American gold
and silver as an explanation obviously fnvolving the appli-
cation of economic generalizations concérning money supply,

etc.26 ' .

Without g;tting involved in the isgue of whether histori-
ographical explanation as sucn presupposes the subsumption of
the explanandum under a general covering law or under a set
of such generalizations; one may certainly make out a case
for some historiographical explanation involving such subgﬁmp—
tion and therefore being applicable in a éeneralized form to
explaining other historical events of the saﬁg typé. Given
such a case, it may be argued that the study of hiﬁtory does
not fail to yield discoverable regularities. And the way is
thgn open to 'reform-minded' historians to argue, with the

. L ———
help of some additional premises, that a se€arch for such regu-

larities through the systematic comparisqQn/of cases ought to - )
be a'centfai feature of the historian's task.

It is true that the number of cases of many historical

types is guite small compared to the numbers of samples and

>
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cases some natural scientists wofk;wi;h. The number of fnpwn
revolutions is quite small compared to the nhmber of known
stars, and the number of hitherto unknown ones we can expect
to dis;over is probably quite_smhli‘éoﬁpared to the numb€r of
fossils of early ﬁan that physical anthropologisfg één'expect‘;
to unearth.- Yet social sclentists would refuse to concede
that £he number is too small to begin the search for regulari-
ties. Meteorology and geology deal with some types of events
even less nﬁmerous-- e.g., ice ages. What is ihportant is
that it be logically possible for the,invesfigator to come
across further imstances of the same type so that any hypothe-

sized general laws covering a type of phenomenon are testable

r

~in principle and do not represent mere summary generali-

zations. Where the term 'fevolution' is used to mean any one
of a clasg of events restricted through prior enumeration,

any generalization about revolutions would be merely summéry
without empirical import. But historians do not-use the term .
in this way. It has a meaﬁing such that new examples of revo-
lutions could be discovered-- such that an event no Sne had
hitherto realized was a revolution could bé discovered to have
been cne.

- A further argument agaiést Nowell-Smith's claim of inevi-
table relevant differences can be framed in the course of examining
the often cited complexity of historical phenomena. According
to some, this feature of them is supposed to make them resiéi'-”

tant to scientific methods.28 Given the many significant
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aspects of a revolption, it is diffécult to find two or more
revolutions that are similar or identical in all these respects.
An historiographical accounp or explanation of the French Revo-
lution usually cites so many component events and accompanying
conditions and participating agents that itisrﬁdiculousto'ex—
pect it to be applicable in a generalized form to the equally
somplex Russian Revolutipn; Some of the component factors
are bound to be different in kind.29

In reply it may be noted that complex events occur in the
reslm of nature as well.30' Stor;s and diseases are‘complsx
events, but much of their complexity is subject to regularié
ty. Complexity in itself is not incompatible with uniformity
and regularity in pattern. To bepsure, a storm sometimes
strikes us as being different in some way from all other
hitherto known storms—-- perhaps in its unprecedented ferocity
for the time of year. But in these cases the meteorologist
tries to analyze the complex into simpler component factors.
Indeed, the assertion that a phenomenon is complex presupposes
that he who makes the claim recognizes simpler component parts
©f which the complex is a complex. The further assertion
tHat the storm is unusual or unigue invplves the recognition -
of the combination of componenés with respect to which it is
unigque. Thus in considering the storm the'ﬁeteorologist con-
cerns-himself with wind velocities and directipns,.temperature

changes, cloud formatlons, direction of storm movement, pre-

c1p1tatlon ‘orms and amounts, etc. Explainiﬁg'the occurrence
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of t%e complex wiii involve individual explanations of the oc-
currences of each of the components.in te?ms of precipitating
factors like batterns of low pressure areas, changes in pattern
of the-jét stream, levels of dust in the atmosphere from re-
cent Qolcanic eruptions, etc. Any one of these explanations
would be applicable to-a component of the same sort in some other

comblex weather situation. That some of thelcomplex.events

the meteorologist confronts turn out to be of an unusual type

may result in difficulty in discovering regularities covering

that tvpe pf complex event, but it does not mean its-compénents_
are not covered by‘known regul;rities; Nor‘does it mean that
all complex'weather events will preéent such difficulfies nor
that all the events the meteorolégist confronts will be of
such complexity. .

'It is.likewise with pistory. The complexity of revolutions

doéds not mean that a study of them will fail %o vield regulari-

. ties which cover their component episodes and conditions or

even thelr behavior and occurrence as complex wholes. - It does

not mean that all events or phenomena that confront the his-;_\
31

“torian will be of the same order,~ef—~somplexity. Complexity

and small sample sizes are not fgatures that demarcate history

]

from the natural world. -They aié not reasons why one should

expect no regularities in historyv.

1.2.4 The Historian's Interest in-Events as Unicue:
. —_—
In view of the difficulties in making out a case for ex-

planatory uniqueness with respect to the historian's
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subject matter, it is no wonder that many prefer to attempt

to make it out in terms of the nature of the historian's in-
quiry. The 1s to say, they view explanatory uniqueness as a
function primarily of the historian's method and of the aims,
purposes, and interests that guide that method. NOwell-Smith
at times seems to take this tack when he remarks that ﬁhi tori-
cal ‘events are not a special class of events, but evepts istu-

died in -a special way."32

Indeed, it would ba easy to make
out the inevitability of'relevant differences between the his-
torian's explanation of the French and Russian Revolutions if
it could be shown that what counts as-an historiographical ex-
planation of the one (as opposed to a sociological one) is one
designed not to be applicable to any other revolution. How-
ever, it is difficult to show this. T—4

There is the well-worn claim that hiéﬁnrians are inter-
ested. in specific, unigue phenomena as such, not as instances
of a type, or that they are interested in historical phenomena
in all their concrete individualityi It is then argued that
historiographical explanations,. framed in accordanég with
this inta;est, cannot be reduced to general fdrmulae:33 But
it is difficult to see how the argument cast in this fofm fol-

lows. The natural scientist is often interested in particu-.

lar individual events-- in specific hurricanes, for example,

;);hich receive their own proper names. Nevertheless, as Nowell-
S

mith notes, the scientist's interest in explaining a, particu-

lar, individual event involves subsuming it under a set of



4

e -

- general formulae covering the various classifications of which

it is an instance.34

why should the historian's interest not
invblve the same procedure?

To meet this‘difficuth the argument regarding interest
in concrete individgality could be modifiedt It might be
claimed that the historian is interested in detailing and ex-
plaining all the characteristics of the phenomenon by which it
is to be distinguished frém various other historical phenome-

35
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'His historiographical account, insofar as it emphasizes
what differentiates the phenomenon from others will not be
applicable to others.

Howevef, if following Hempei, one tries to make this
notion of concrete individuality precise, one finds that this
version of the argument commits the historian ts an impossible
task. The set of all characteristics d{stinguishing an his-

torical phenomenon from others is an extremely and indefé;

nitely' large one, probably including almost all the character-

»~
.
istics one could descriptively attribute to 1t. Any charac-

teristic it possesses'aistinguishes it from phenomena not pos~
sessing that characteristic.‘ The explanation of why it had
or how it came to have each of these characteristics in turn
would be an endless task. As a criterion of adequate histori-
ographical explanation, the above posftion.woulq render such
explanation impossible.36

It is well to remind ourselves here that we do not ex-—

plain events or persons or institutions simpliciter. As has
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already been noted, there is no explanation of an event unless
it is an explanation of it under a specified descriptioh, and

-

the same would hold true of persons, institutions, etc. For
gxample, it does not make sense to set out to simply.exbla}h
Napoleon unle;s it is already understood what it is about him
specifiéaily that 1s being explained. One must specify exactly
what is being explained in formulating the question to which
the explanation serves as an answer. For example: Why was
Napoleon ambitious? It might be looked at as a logical re-
guirement of an explanation that it preéuppose some such prior
question which it answers and which gives it structure. féosing
such a question in this case involées attributing certain char-
actéristics or actions to Napoleon, and this is consistent
with Hempel's claim that what is being explained must be speci-
fiable in some manageable set 6f descriptive (Hempel says '"'gen-
eral™) terms.> The_iﬁterest in concrete individuality would
seem to commit one to using an unmanaééable set to specify what
is bheing explained.

If cne accegts Hempel's claim about specifying the expla-

nandum, the only way the argument regarding an interest in

concrete individuality could be plausible is if all the charac-

‘teristics differentiating the .nistorical event, institution,

or person from others must be clited in order to explain its
having some one or some limited set of them. 1In that case the
explanation would apply to it alone. However, although there

are no doubt many characteristics and many actions and sufferings
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of various sorts attributable to Napoleon, it is by no means
cléar that all of them Qr‘éven most of them need play a role
in explainingl for example, why he was ambitious or how he
attained imperial power. Therefor?, it is by Eo means clear
how an interest in'his historical indivicduality or in his con-
crete particularity (as I have interpreted the notion above)
could really play & role in historiographical explanation.

Similar remarks can be made- about eiamples of explanation

of historical events. Usually such events arenamed or re-

jferred to by means of definite descriptions, so that to ask

why, for example, the French Revolution of 1789 occurred is
already to have classified the event. It is to ask why an
event of, a certain kind occurred in France in 1789." No doubt
there'are éther,characteristics attributable to the event in-
qhestion distinguishing it from various -other gvénts and clas-
sifying it with yet others. DeTocqueville tells us that it
marked the completion of a tendency toward administrative ané

political centralization in France. 'To ask why it brought

about such results is to ask a different question than the one

A
' posed above, and it is to ask for a different explanation than

the one of why the revolution occurred. The two explanations

may in fact be cannected and interwoven, but there is no ob-

vious logical reason why they should be. Two aspects of the

N

French Revolutionmay be connected; one may serve to explain the
other. But there is no obvious reason for believing that an

explanation of each aspect and episode is needed‘to explailn
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all the others. Not only is an gt;lanaticm of the historical
event in its concrete particularity,impossible, but there Jould
be no apparent sense to it even-i? it were possible. Such an
texplanation' would merely be a composite of actual explanations
of the various aspects of the French Revolution collected to-
gether merely for the sake of so collectingvthem.BB

These difficulliés with the claim that the historian is
conceched "with each moment in the past insofar as it is un-

39

like any other moment", however, have not totally discour-

aged some from trying to make a case for explanatory unigue-
ness in historiography based on the historian's interest in
differences. Dray has suggested a more reasonable interpre-
tation of thc interest in concrete particularity-- namely,
that the historian will concern himself with explaining an
historical phenomenon as being different from other members
of the class‘in which it wouid be natural to place it byway of

40 The French Révolution will be accounted for

classification.
insofar as it is different from the Russiaq Revolution, the
Glorious Revolution of 1688, etc. His concern will be to ex--
plain its "taking a course unlike any other rerlution"41——

a much more circumscribed task than explaining its being dif-
ferent from all other historical phenomena. The explanation
would not in this case involve gen;ral laws or other generali-
zations covering revolutions since they would be ircelevant to
the task. It would be applicable to the French Revolution

alone among revolutions.
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While attempting to develop an insight into the histori-
an's actual interests and procedures, this account badly mis-
describes these in two important ways. First, a concern with
the French Reveolutlion as being differént from other revolutisns
implies a concern with extensive compariscon of it to others—-
to all dthérs,_not merely to its European and American ngar
contemporaries. If the historian is tb explain those aspects
of it_which differentiate it from cthers, he must first dis-
cover what thev are. And adeguate comparison will involve him
in extensive work on other revolutions. So in order to write
an adequate historiographical account of 1t, he must already
have written accounts of (or at least have ﬁgne the spadework
for accounts of) many other revolutions. 5Lt it is certainly
not the case that actual historiographical investigation of
the French Revolution proceeds in this fashion, nor is any seri-
ous reason offered why it should so proceed.

Second,'Dray's account implies that the historian will
ignore and avoid accounting for aspects of the French Revolu-
‘tion that are similar to aspects of other revolutions. But
this would lead to absurd results. Historians of the French
Revolution do not avoid discussing the execution of Louis XVI

-
and Marie Antoinette just because the execution of Nicholas II
and Empress Alexandra was an aspect of the Russian Revolution.
As already noted above, historians of the French Revolutlion

sometimes seem interested in both differences and similarities

between it and other selected revolutions, but their accounts
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mostly reflect an interest in it in its own right. They men-
tion and seek to explain gpisgdes and aspects of it that are
thought to be important fof an understanding of the revolution
as a whole and of its outcome without coﬁcerq as to whether
simiiar-episodes or aspects are to be found in some other or
all other revolutions. And the historian's interest in the
French Revolution in its own right may be quite compatible
with the possibility that his explanétion of its occurrence

and his explanations of its various aspects are applicable to

other revolutions.

i

No form of the thesis of explanatory unigueness as a func-
tion of the historian's interest éscapes somewhat absurd or
unsatisfactory implications for historiographical procedure.
Thus, like the other theses of explanatory unigueness, it féils'
to show why or how it is inevitable that the;e be differences
between two historical events of the same type relevant to
their explanation. None serves to mark out clearly a sense
in which histarical phenomena are unigque that does no£ apﬁly
to the phgnomena the natural'sciéntist investigates as well.
None seems successful in capturing that special sense of unigue-—
ress the historian traditionally attributes to the phenomena
he studfes. None serveé to help demarcate histo;iogréphy from
natural science. The difficulties with all the "various versions
of the explanatory uniqueness claim seem to have been~1arg%ly'
responsible for discouraging contemporary interest in the

idea of historical unigueness.



40

1.3.17 Descriptive Unigueness

éécause the issue of uniquéness at the level of historio-
graphical explanation and the interwoven issue of the possible
role of general laws and other generalizations have attracted
most current philosophical attention, the logically prior is;
sue of unigqueness at the descriptive level has remained in the
background. But that issue was once a prominent one in the
nineteenth century German tradition of thought which challenged
the previously mentioned assumption that historical phenomena
are des;ribable in general terms in an unproblematic way--
tnat the descripitive language the historian uses operates ac-
cording to éhe same logical prinCliples as the descriptive lan-
guage employed in other disciplines. For example, it might
be argued that there is no specifiable similarity or set of
specifiable similarities between the French Revolution anq all
other revolutions by.virfue of which the term ‘'revclutilon' is
applied ﬁo all of them.a%¥hey have no common feature or set
of features, and stri;tly.speaking, the term as applied to the
French Revolution is not applicable to any other historical
event or is not so applicable without important qualification
that undermines its functioning as a general term. This is
to say that the French Revolution is unique in the sense of
being different from any other historical phenomgna in.ways
relevant to the application of the apparently general term
'revofution', which is taken to be descriptive o{ it. The

argument might be extended either to some or to all of the
[
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other apparently general terms taken to be descriptive of it.
Herder, one of the early exponents of the uniqueness or
individuality claim as-it wag formulated by German histori-
cism, made this sort of point with reference to describing
historical groups, like nations, peoples and cultures, and in-
dividuals. He argues in the form of a rhgtorical Question:

]

Wer bemerkt hat, was es fur eine unaussprech-

liche Sache mit der Eigenheit eines Menschen

sey, das Unterscheidende unterscheidend sagen

zu konnen? wie er fihlt und lebet? wie anders

und eigen Ihm alle Diﬁge werden, nachdem sie

sein Auge siehet...?

He then goes on to argue that this is'e;ln mere true for an
L]

entire people or nation. Each historical group cannot, it
is alleged, be characterized without inaccuracy En general
terms descriptively applicable to other groups. By way of
exgmplef' "Jene Romer konnten sevyn, wie‘keine‘Nation; thun,
was keiner nachthut: sie waren RBmer."43 Herder recognizes
that historians do describe the Romans as being, among other
things, conquerors. Does that not mean that the Romans were
like) among others, the Macedonians in that respect? Herder

44

replies, no. The Roman nation was like no other nation

and can be characterized without qualification only as being
Roman.

The implications of this claim bear on the use of a good
deal of histo@iographical descriptive language insofar.as'per-
sons and nations énd other hi;toricai-groqpings are involved
in most everits the historian wants to describe. If the French

were and are like no other nation, then one must be careful
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in claiming that they had a revolution in 1789 because one
doe; not want to imply that what they did was similar to what
the Russians did in 1%17. One would not want to imply that
both nations were similar in undefgoing similar ev:;;é and in

'revolutioa{\-/
o

to describe the events of 1789 in a way other than as a general
°

having similar achievements. One would have to us

term—-——~in a way that would not imply that the Russians, of
whom one also says they had a revolution, were iike the French
in this respect. And sq it would go for other‘terms describ-
5ng the various events and phenomona in French history.

In passing it should be noted that this sort of claim
conéerning the problemétic character of nistoriographical de-
scription, if established, will make itself felt in considera-
tions concerning unigqueness atbthe explanation level of thé
historian's inguiry. As several'recent philosophers have
noted, in an empirical science where explanation of a‘particue
lar phenbmenon involves subsuming it or various aspects of
it under general laws, the particular phenomenén must be de-
scribable in universal terms—— i.é., general terms—~ appli-
cable in principle to an Iindefinite number of particulars of

which the case at hand is merely one instance like any other.45

1.3.2 Indescribable Difficulties.

The difficulties facing this approach to the uniqueness

issue appear insurmountable at first glance. This is.perhaps

y

the reason that so few récent philosophers have taken it seri-

oﬁsly and the reason that the efforts actually taken along

-~
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these lines seem for the most part shrouded in Teutonic opaci-
ty. Current thinkers usually take for grantéd the logical
analyéis of description acéording to which description in-
volves only two possible categories of terms-- on the one
hand, proper names, or rather more‘broadly, singular terms
specifying that which is to be described, and on the other
hand, general terms which actually. serve to describe that
h'which is picked out for description.46 If someone.like

Herder denies that historians use or can use general terms

to describe historical phenomena, then, so the thinking goes,
he must be.committed to the position that all they can do is
to bame such phenomena. Naming is all that remains of the
descriptive process, and Herder's claim that all that the his-
toriéq can accCurately say about the Romans is the tautology
that they were Romans serves to confirm suspicions that this
is the position he is committed to.

The above position seems to pile absuréity on top of
absurdity: Taufologies really do not amount to descriptions
at'all-- or-at least not to informative descriptions. It is
difficult to conceive of a descriptive language with only
proper names-- i.e., with singular terms with no general con-
te;t at all. Herder seems to be denying the possibility. of
any accurate historiographical description, and indeed, this
ié jﬁst what he is doing. According to him, one cannot'dis—

cover what is the case concerning an historical group or in-

dividual from a statement or set of statements attributing



various characteristics to it. Rather, "man muste erst der
Nation sympathisieren, um eine einzige ihrer Neigungen und
Handlungen alle zusammen zu fﬁhlen."47 The individuality or
uniqueness of historical agents at the descriPtive level is

said to demand a distinct historiographical procedure-- Ein-

fuhlung-- to replace descript;qd.48 Flor many. these claims

concerning EinfUhlung are énough to put his uniquenéss claim
in disrepute. |

It is true that proper names and other singular terms do
play an important role in historiographical writing. That fact
has been noticed even by such a writer as Nagel, who holds

there to be no significant differences between historiography

49

and science. Historians display a typical concern with

identifying and namipg the historical agents involved in the
events they investigate. The question of who.did what seems
almost as important as, and is certainrly prior to, the questions
of what'théy did and why.50 Such an obvious and explicit con-
cern with names may .be what some writers have had in mind when
making the usuai.élaim that the historian is interested in the
particular or the unicue, for the function of a proper name is
tied to 1ts applicability in principle to one individual. It
is supposed'to uniquély determine that individual.

How;ver, it is also true that historians go on to describe
the agents énd events they name. Inaccurate description is
consideréﬁeasigncﬁ'pobr historiography. Higtorians presup-

pose the possibility and the ‘actual achievement of accurate
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- and adequate description in oﬂﬁer to pick out factual errors
in the descript&ve accounts of other historians.
Herder himsélf presupposes the accuracy of some histori-
ographical description in arguing againsﬁ the comparability of
B dhdiéht Greeks and Egyptians. His lengthy description of the
typical Egvptian and typical Greek attributes, among other
characteristics , "Unverdrossenheit, treue und starke Ruhe"
to the former and "Knabenfreundschaft, Jugenbulerei um alles
Schone und Angenehme" ko the:laﬁter.51- The whole exercise is
suppeosed to make the point that it is inappropriate for the
historian to evaluate ancient Egyptian culture with the ob—_
ject of praise and blame by measuring it against Gr%ék cul-
ture. The latter cannot serve as a praiseworthy ideal against
which to comparé the former. Each nation is said'to have its

\ :
wn virtues, and none is to be measured against any other na-

- However, in saying what it is about one nation that

makes it an inappropriate standard. against which.to evaluate
another, Herder Q;nds up describing both. -What we appear tp
have here ;5 ahlinétanCe of the ordinary logical grammar of
'unigque' and 'different' at work. ‘A claim that x is - unigue
or that x is different opens the speaker to answering the
guestion: In what respect or in what way is x uniéue or dif-

" ferent? It is argued that answering the question will involive

predicating some general characteristic of x.52



1.3.3 Unigueness as Incomparability

To put Herder's position in the mos? fa%orable‘light pos—
sible to face these difficulties, it should be noted that he
-made his claims about historicql uniquepess in the course of
discussing the péssibility of making moral and progress evalu-
ations of various historiéal pefsons, groups,_ cultures, etc. -
-His concern with such evaluation§ put him in-thé company of
- many thinkers in the German Réﬁsiiigfand hisforicist traditions
who were of the opinion that fa;ile judgements of this kind
'couid not be made o; perhaps that no such judgements could

be made. Uéuélly the arguments centered on the claim that
each culture, person, etc. has its own unique value or worth
53

peculiar to'itsélf. It was deemed inappropriéte to appraise

" each in anything other than its own terms—-— by reference to
anything other than its own standards.>%

Thelr historiographical‘ciaims seem analogous to the
Christian's claim that each individual soul has its own worth
iﬁ God's sight.55 - The value of each is said to be intrinsic
in the sense that God does not ascertain its value by comparing
it with 6tﬂer souls with respect to social status, earthly mat-—
erial wealth, achievement, etc. nor by measuring it against a
standard against which other souls could also. be measured.
Strictly speaking souls are incomparable. God is said to be
équally concerned with all souls insofar as he loves each in

an unconditional way-- the sort of love termed agape. This

is s0 not because he has found all souls to be equal or the



same in some respegt but because he recognizes each to have
'its own Qortg.

The analogy between‘these religious and historical unigue-
ness claims is no accident. :The German Pietist tradition seems
to have exercised an influence on Herder and his successors.ss
But the p01nt of concern here is the premise of Herder s ar-"
gument against historiographical judgements of praise and
blame-- the premise of 1ncompardﬂlllty.57 He seems to have
notlced that moral. evaluation rests on the p0551b111tv of com— .
paring the nation or people evaluated to other nations or peo-—
ple.58 So he argued that one nation or people was not compara-
ble to any other. At times he seeﬁs to have meant comparable

”
>9 The application of a general descrip—

in any way whatsoever,
tive term presupposes ‘the possibility of comparing the descrlbed
item to an indefinite number of other items to which the term

ﬂs also applicable and also to items to which-contrary-terﬁs

are applicable in order to see whether they -are similar or
dissimilar in the respect indicated by éhe generai term. 'Upon
this possibility rest the possibilities of verifying the de-
_scriptiOn and of explicating the meaning of the descriptive
term. Insofar as Herder denies the possibility of any com-
-parlson, he denies the possibility of applving general terms

and of description. Naming is the only sound llngu1st1c move
left open to him. General concepts are something to be dis-

trusted when it comes to describing historyﬁo

T
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While Herder often writes as if he‘holds the extreme view
outlined above, so&etimes he writes as if he held a less ex-
treme one that does not rule out all historiographical descr%p-
tion and comparison.61- This might De péraphrased as the view
that for any historical agent, group or event there'is some
respect (or some respects) in which it is incomparable to -
oﬁhers and‘furthermore (of conceii to Herder) that this re-
spect is always among those that must bé taken into account
in a moral appraisél of the agent or group and in an evalua-
tion of the agent's or group's contribution to human progress.
Therefore, on the less extreme view general terms would be ap-
plicable in a descriptidn of.an historical agent, group or
event, but no set of denerél terms would suffice for an ade-
quate description or for a complete description were it pos-
sible to arrive at one. There would also be some important
characteristic(s) to which no general tefd would be applicable.

The.important point to be drawn out from this view and
from its more extreme relative is the point'about iﬁcompara-
bility. Herder is not merely stating (1) that a given histori-
cal agent or group will be found to be different in all re=-
spects and similar in none to any other historical agent or
group nor (2) that there is some respect in which it different
from all others and similar to none. His claim is not One'
merely abouit differences as opposed to similarities, because .
judgements concerning differences involve comparison of those

items judged to differ with respect to a range of properties
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the things compared méy or may not possess. In the less ex-
rtreme view Herder seems to be argquing that there is some
{/“‘\\‘charactefistic_that tﬁe Romans, for example, possess with
| ‘respect to which i1t does not even make sense to compare theﬁ
to the ancient Greeks or Egyptianﬁ.

0f course language difficulties remain for the less ex-—

treme 4

. If the Romans have some important characteristic(s)
wifh respect)\to which they afe incompa;able to others but which

¥s (are) of ihterest to the historian in order to describe them
adequately g té understand them, how does the historian say
whaé that ¢haracteristic is? Is he simply reduced. to uttering
the uninfonmative tautology about the Romans being Roman? 1In

his less extreme position Herder would presumably still try to

use the devdce of Einfuhlung to get around'this difficulty./

By a careful consideration of some things that could be said
in describing Greeks and Egyptians, for example, one might be
able to .put oneself inla position to sympathetically apprehend
the way in which each is incomparable. What is unigue about
them would remain resistant to description in general terms.
Cne cgyld not express in general terms one's uhderstanding of
what it is that makes them unigue-- at least not by means of

a general term (or a set of them) which by its meaning speci-

fied the characteristic(s) the Greeks or the Egyptians alone

possessed.
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1.3.4 Total Descriptions

Should one adopt such a view about a unique characteristic
(ér set of them) of 'Greékness', the question wﬁuld remain of
which anﬁ of how many Greek characteristics specifiaﬁﬁe in
general terms would have to be mentioned in order to convey

or to evoke an accurate sympathetic feeling for the unique one

‘(or ones). .It might be tempting in such a position to hold

that the sum total of general terms used in what can be de-
scribed'of éhe Greeks or Egyptians (i.e.: their character,
achievements, institutions, social and political organization,
etc.) is in a way indirectly expfessive of the histerian's un-
derstanding of what makes them unique insofar as it places the
reader in a position to apprehend this uniqueness through sym—
péthy. Should one adopt such a po§ition one could be construed
as adopting and modifying a position concerning the significance
of the portrait effect of historiographical accdunts.

The portréit effect claimed to be significant by some -
thinkers like Berlin seems to be the following. The aim of
of the historian's account, it is claimed, is "to capture the
uniqué‘pattern and peculiar characteristics of its'subject;
not to be an X—Egy which eliminates all but what a great many

. ; &
subjects have in common." 2

Thus the historian's account of
the French Revolution, it is said, does not "condentrat nly
on those characteristics which the French Reveolytiog hds in

. . 3 .
common with other revolutlons."6 From these clYaims one must

infer that Berlin holds that historiographical & ounts

\
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‘concentrate on all the significant characteristics of the
French Revolution-- whether or not they are common to other
revolutions. However, a given characteristic's not being com-
monltd other revolutions does not mean it will not be common:
to E8me other class of historical phenomena of which the
French Revolution is a member.. As Berlin himself argues,
"All thinking involves classification; all classification in-
volves general terms."64 Therefore, it’seems fair to ih;er-
pret him as holding that no chaf@;teristic the historian de-
scriptiveli'attributes to the French Revolution is peculiar
to it in the sense of being descriptively applicable to it
alone. This means that any unique pattern or peculiar {(in
the sense of unidue) characteristics "captured" by t%e his-
torian's portrait will not be found to be mentioned in the

\

descriptive phrases and claims of the account. Any unigque

pattern or characteristic would have to be "captured" by the

account as a whoie.

Someone occupying Herder's less extreme position migpt
argue along these‘lines tdat the cumulative effect of an ade-
quate description of the Greeks is a kind of portrait effect
in which what is conveyed by the total description is not
merely the sum of what is conveyed by each of the descrip-'

tive predicates individually. The meaning of the total de-
| scription would go beyond what is specified by its component °
general terms. It wduld convey the sense of a unitary and' |

incomparable whole-- of the ancient Greeks, for example, as
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an individual nation. An adequate historiographical descrip-
tion of them would be said té convey a unique pattern that
captures their historical individuality. |

Furthermoré! one occupying such a position might'add that
the descriptive éccount of the ancient éreeks which conveys
their unique 'Greekness' is not an account composed merély of
sentences attributing™characteristics to the Greeks as a whole--
sentences like: 'The Greeks were polytheistic'. The account
could ﬂe a comblex one including narrapive of important events
in Greek history, descriptions of the workings of particular
political institutions in pa;ticular city-states, descriptions
o6f important individuals and thelr achievements, and stories
of their important actions. All of this wealth of detail
woulq involve the use of general ﬁerms to describe individuals,
city-states, particular institutions, and happenings in which
tﬁe various individuals and city—stateé participated. The
wealth of detail employing general terms ﬁight be held to cap-
ture and to convey what was unique to the ancient Greeks.

But this account as it stands is far from satisfactory.
How much of a description of the Greeks and of Greek history
using éeneral terms does if take to convey an accurate sense
of the respect(§) imlwhich'they are unique? How could o;e
even begin to answer this queétion? A complete description
is in principie ihpoqéable as has already been noted. fBerlin
suggests éhat the historian aims for a description full'ehough

to convey,aﬁ'accurate sense of the full and concrete experience

L]
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of the public life of a particular epoch and a particular peo-~
ple such that we can understand and appreciéte them as indi-

viduals.65 Is it merely intuition that tells the historian

when his descriptive account is full'endughfto do this?-
' Such an account of what ié involved in historieal uhigue-
ness and individuality at the descriptive levé{ contains too
many obscurities to suit most contemporary thinkers. The
best many can ﬁake of it is that it puts a finger on what is
- involved in designating or identifying any particular thing
or event.as opposed to describing it. It has béen argued
‘that it is impossible to identify‘a particular'Fezfly by using
the general terms that accurately describe it. No matter how
big the conﬁunction of such terms might be, it is in principle
st%ll applicable to an indefinite number of other items shar-
ing the same characteristics specified in the description.
No description of the particular in qqestion will ﬁniquefy de-
termine it. The uniqueness (i.e., the numerical unigueness
or individualiéy) of that item can never be "captured" in a
description. To do that, it is claimed, one uses proper names
or spatio-temporal coordinates.65 However, suc@ a 'reconstruc-

tion' of Herder's position on the relationship between unigue-

,{E\\ .ness and total descriptions would miss any i%sight he had
V/ into specifically historical uniqueness.
/— ’__,-’ .

A 1l.4 Reassessment

wWhat 1s lacking in the at times desultory debate over

i
s

historical uniqueness is a careful consideration of relevant
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aspects oé historiographical writing and inquiry. It has
been argued that there are always differences between his-
torical phenomena of the-same tvype relevant to their explana-
tions. Sometimes this is stated as being ag ochvious fact;
sometimes it is argued té be a presupposition of historipgraphi-
cal inquiry. But rarely, if ever, is any detalled considera-
tion given to the way the historian himself goes about estabf .
_lishing similarities and differences in actual copcrete cases--
to the way the historian makes comparisons between, for exam-
ple, two or more revolutiogs. After all, if the claim about
relevant differences is one of mere historical fact, it would
seem to be the historian's job, if anvone's, to establish that
general fact. Let us look at his work upon similarities and
differences that establishes that fact. And if the claim is
about a presupposition, then that présupposition should be ap-
parent in (i.e., it should contribute toward structuring).the
histeorian's iﬁvestigation'of similarities and differences.
Yet nowhere does one find a cargful'analysis of historiégraphi—
cal work on the assessment of similarities and-differences-—- i
o j’\
either by way of support or refutation of .the above philosophi-

<
cal theses.

At the descriptive level, it is argued, a desdriptive

term as applicable to one historical agent or event is not

applicable, or is not applicable simpliciter, without gualifi-
cation, %o any other historical event or agent-- even to those

of the same type. There are always relevant differences, it



is said. One would expect this fact (if it 1s one) to. be re-.

flected in the descriptive language the historian uses. A

‘careful analysis of the logical grammar of such language-- 4

of the historian's use of descriptive predicates and o¢f the
various sorts of predicates—- should either support or refute
the claim. Yet one finds little sustained effort at such

y : ‘ !

analysis and none in so-called 'analytic' circles. Where the

guestion of the historian's descriptive language arises, it-i§

- . — . L . R
assumed that its analysis in terms of proper names and gen-

eral terms presents no problems and uncovers no logical fea-

tures not found in description in any other discipliﬁe.
Therefore in succeeding chapters the task 1s twofold:

(1) an analysis éf the logical grammar of key historiographi-

cally descriptive terms, and (2) an analysis of historiographi-

cal procedures for“establisbing historical similarities and

differences and for establishing generalizations.
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1. For a fuller. discussion of this claim with supporting
argument see Chapter 4, pp. 254 ff. below.

2. Although this example seems to establish that description
: of what happened is a necessary condition of explaining
why 1t happened, it does not of itself establish the
logical independence of the description from the expla-
nation. For the status of the former might be merely
provisional or tentative until it can be seen to be co~
herent with the explanation of why what happened did
happen. M

3. Collingwood, R.G., The Idea of History, Oxford University
Press, 1968, p. 214.
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Chapter 2: Descriptive Uniqueness and Historiographical

Definition

-
]

A reconsidefation of uniqueness at the desc;iptive level
of the historian's inquiry should proceed by clarifying some
of thelimplications of descriptive uniquenesé_for other aspects
of his methods and procedures. These might then be exaﬁiﬁed
with reference to actual h;storiogréphical practice. If the
philosophical implications of the unigueness claim throw light
" on some pract , light is shed in turn on the sénse and import
(//}ﬁu of the claih. If -historiographical proéedures héve none of
F‘} the features thej’ought to have, %iven the claim, then one has
- one goed reason for discounting Hggder's position. However,
; hope.Eo show that the implicatioﬁs of Herder's position do
shed a great deal of light onﬁ%he‘historian's.problems with
defining many of his descriﬁtive tééhnical‘tergg. In partiéu—
.lar, I want to show how his problematic dﬁf&ﬁitio;s involve

. >, ,
Qeference to some example of what is being defined Whereby the

-

5 .
definition in effect gives a unique status to the hist

example vis-&-vis other historical phenomena. Its uniqueness

is with respect to the applicability of the descriptive term
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defined. The term is considered to be descriptively and in-
formatively applicable to that example in a way and with a ]

certainty not to be found in its descriptive applicability to

other historical cases. v

2.1 Descriptive Uniqueness and Definitional Problems: A Formal

Sketch of the Implications

As a preliminary exercise to get some feel for the point
to be explored in the chapter consider the following somewhat
formal analysis of the impl%pations of Herder's position.

| If predicate P uniquely describes the phenomenon hi’ then
h1 is the sole exehplar of P. Now insofar as attributing P
to hi,is supposed to be descriptively informative, one would
have to know the meaning of P prior to its application to hi'
Otherwise, being iﬁformed that h1 is.P wottld not be informa-
tive at all, except perhaps as a first step in explicating
the meaning of P. lIf the meaning of P were nbt known prior
to its application to hl, the description ’h,l is P' would not
be falsifiable in principle because one would have no basis
for falsifying it. It would have no empirical content; it
would be more along the lines of an analytié statement.

Now knowing the meaning of P presuma?}y means being able
to explicate it. But if h, is in principle the sole exemplar
of P, the expiicationlof the meaning of.P.becomes problematic.
}

~ .

It cannot be defified ostensively prior to its descriptive ap-

plication to §,. \And a definition stating the meani in
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only general terms could not be-formulated because a sgt of
"general terms would in principle (i.e., by virtue of their
meaning) be applicable to an indefinite Aumber of other h's.“1
To explicate the meaning of P the definition would have to
make an in principle unique reference to hl' Cne could not
expl;cate or learn the meaning of P logically independently
oﬁfats descriptive application to h1

. The result would be an odd sort of c1rCUlar1ty with re-
spect to the possibility of checking andicontesting the ac-
curacywafde$criptive claims utiliz;%@ P. In an empirical
discipline it would seem that there ought to be standard pro-
cedures for checklng the accuracy of descrlptlve clazms con=-
cering particular cases.. Such a check would anolve reference
to a.aefinitién of P or to a paradigm or a reliable application
of it. One would cﬁeck the qpplicatién of P in the case at
hand (i.e., thl is P') against the definition or paradigm.
Does h1 satiéfy the necessary.and sufficient conditions forﬁu-
lated in the definition? Is h, sufficiently similar to the
paradigm or reliable case in relevant resped%B? Bu£ in the
instance of P there is no definition and no paradigm apart from
its application to hi'

Thus in saying that h1 is P we do not khow quite what

we are saying. We have no clear way of deciding whether what
we ha;e‘said is'true or false. If we are to discoyer the im;
port of what we say, the_oniy‘possibility is through further

investigation of hi’ Defining P in the sense of explicatiﬁg
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the sense of calling something P would be more like a process
of discovery of facts about the world than laying down a defi-

nition. ©Or at least there would be no clear line to-be‘drawn

-
*

between defining P and using-it to describe.
To grasp the fqli import of tpe problem contrast P to
'bluet. 1In ogder for the ciaim 'This shirt is blue' to be
descriptively informative, ong}gusﬁ already know the meaning
of 'blue'. That can b€ defined ostehsively_ﬁifh reference to
an indefihite, unspecifiable number of examples other than
the shirt in question. An explication of its meaning is not
tied logically to any specific example of its apphjcation.
<ts a genergl term *blue' is meant to be applicablzigzﬁgﬁ\ip—

definite, unspecifigble number of particulars regardless of
how many blue objeéts there ih fact happen to be in the uni-
verse at any one time or Quring all times. Theféfore by vir-
\gue of its very logical type 'blue' can in principle be de-
f}‘ed logically prior to its descriptive application to this
) CSh?>% or to any other specified object«for that matter.. The
informative character of its descriptive application involves
the comparison in principle of this shirt to other objecgf;
wqich gould serve to explicate the mg;ning'of"blue'. The
meaning of P, on the other hand, ex'hypothesi, involves‘in
principle incomparability (at least with respect to property
P)-of h1 to other h's if only because that with respect to
which we would campare them is unclear. 1In saying this I

7
elaborate on or develop Herder's notion of historical

-
-
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uniqueness aé‘incomparabilify among-fﬁe peoples and cultures
of history.

Thus the descriptiv? uniqueness claiﬁ implies the exis-
tence of distinctive definitional problems for terms that
uniquely describe. The question of interest now.is whether
the historian does use and’ is obliged Eo.use descriptive his;
toriographical terms the definition of which is problematic
in the general way outlined above. What one is required to
look for are terms that are'problematic in a systematic way--
terms which the very structure of tﬁg historian's inquiry shows
that he recognizes to be problematic—; terms which he seeks
to explicate as a matter of: course by analyzing an exemplar
even ;;ile at the same time usiné them to informatively de-
scribe éhe exeﬁplar anal&zed.’ In ®her words, one is looging
for a term where proper historiographical procedure‘&émands
that the historian treats its definition a; an open guestion
towards whpse answer he can make progress by empirical investi-
gation of the histdrical phenomenon to which the term is de-

scriptively applicable. '

2.2 .Bistcrians Reflect-on Their Definitional Problems

Although largely ignored by mést'philosophers of history,
problems of historiographical definition seem.to have caught
the attention of aé least some historians reflecting on theilr
craft. Jan Romein writes: "The'histigéfn always works ;ith
vague notions.".2 He offers as examples}*bourgeoisie',"mon-

archy', 'fascism' and *'romanticism'®' among others. The
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histofian is said to be'ﬁnéb;e to define these terms authori-
tatively and precisely, but‘ﬁé finds them necéssary in his-
toriographical writing There are alleged to be inescapable
imprecision, ineiactitude and vagueness in the historian's
language—~ problems that reliable definitional procedures are

supposed to overcome. The implication of this view is that

~ -

there are no reliable procedures for meeting the definitional

problems associfpted with key historiographically descriptive

. L]
terms.

Marc Bloch echoes this judgemenﬁ'of historiographical
: <
imprecision and ambigu

2&;__ He argues that historians seldom

~define their*terms~=_a p?ocedure that would foreclose on their

alleged habit of arbitrarily expanding, restricting and di&;J
F ) -

torting the meaning of terms as they ﬁgogress through a work.3

where they do define, he suggests, they often do so in a purely

stipulative way, as opposed to a iexical definition bearing

some relationship to accepted usage.4

. These claims by themselves make it sound as if he thinks
théSe:problems are mefely a function of sloppy thinking on

‘the part of historians—-— problems that might be cleared up

by a few man&%tory logic courses in graduate history prog‘rams.S

Howevé?}\zi\also argues that they are a function of the sub-

ject matters Historians réceive a good‘deal of their descrip-

tive language from fhe very historical agents whose actions .
<} i )
and institutions they are describing or from the immediate

historical successors of those agépts.6 He observes that this
! '

1
!
LN . i

>
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feature of the historian's terminology is tied to the dangers

of definitional anac:hronism.7

Irrespective of their causes special definitipnal prob-

lems are not, in his view, endemic to historiography. In this

4

respect his view contrasts with Romein's. -Given current (i.e.,

sloppy) practice, definitional problems are considered insur-

8

mountable,® but someday with a clarification of nomenclature

-and with progressive deffnition they will be surmounted-—-- or

-

so Bloch implies.? He does not say whether he expects the
clarification and progressive definition to result from more
rigorous application of e&isting peculiarly.hisforiographical
procedures or from the application of definitiénal procedures
common to all d?sciplines. He implies that historians have

[ r

vet to éeriouély undertake the task of building their own

specialized technical-theoretical vocabulary appﬁbpriate for

doing historioéraphy.

Qakeshott, one of the few philosophers to consider this

. 4 :
issue, while agreeing at the historian does not define the

key terms he uses, argues that it would not be appropriate

historiographiéal procedure for him to do so. According to

him, the individual in history is designaﬁed, not defined.10 ‘ﬁ\\\\
Among his examples. of historical individuals aré Christianity,
religion, barbarism, natural science and secularism-- all of

them movements and fofms_of activity the names of which could

be used in gpprbpriate grahmatical form to describe Vlrious

historical phenomena. Therefore, it seems clear that he

O



argues for the existence ofyundefined or undefinable key de-
scriptive terms in historibgraphy. Apparently what is in-
volved in designating as opposed to defining something is, in

his view, naming it in the same way one assigns a proper

.name to a recognizable individual. The key descripti@e terms

name historié%f iﬁﬁ?gzsagls-which can be distinguished and

picked out from their historical environments_..j'1 This 1s to
say fﬁ;t‘they can be distinguished from historical Isdividuals
immediately preteqing, succeeding, and sometimes overlapping
thém on a chronolégical scale and from other contemporary in-
d;viduals existing in adjacent communities, societies or cul-

tures or in adjacent regions of the same community, etc.

Oakeshott propounds the view that the historian uses language

according to standard§ of precision suited to his own interests
and subject métter.12 His déscriptive language appears impre-
cise only if one imposés standards alien to his discipline.

His standards call for procedures other than qgfinition for
making the méaning -and the use of his descriﬁ%ﬁve terms more
précise.

Yet a fourth view of the Tatter'is.that held by Hexter,
who argues that key descriptige terms do present definitional
problems anq that historians are rightly concerned wiﬁh defin-
ing them.1? He adds, however, that within the current prac-
tice of competentAhistorians satisfactory definitioﬂal pro-

cedures are to be foﬁnd for solving the problems in individual

cases and that they are suited to the peculiar rhetoric that
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characterizes the discipline. .Historians are said not to need
the precision of a rigorous definitibn at the outset ofwman
inquiry or of a piece of writing presenting the fesults of
that inguiry. 1In fact, they avoid'such definitiéhfas a hin-
drance, especially when dealing with descriptions of insti-
tutions and practices subject to historical evolution. Early =,
,English parliaments, for example, are'said to have no recog-
nizable sihilarities to the modern institution-except perhaps
for the name. Yet certain of the practices of its first mem-
bers could be characterized as-parliamentiary as can certain
practices of its current.membe:sl To look for an essence
to these activities-- i.e.,'a definite set of s;gbifiable
characteristics attribut;ble'to all of them in virtue of 3
which.one ig justified in using the same word to describe
them all-- coyld well prove futile.

Instead the historian is said to use a tec;nique which
Hexter calls bracketing. If he is writing a history of the

English Parliament or even a history‘of England, the histori-

an will focus on what is involved in parliamentary practice
An the fou;tee;th century, for example, without concern to

discover and to detail only those characteristics (if any)

which descriptively fit all parliamentary practices in suc-
ceeding centuries.. Instead he details all the significant

féatures of fourteenth century Parliaments and then notes

any changes sin their successors as he deals with them in. turn.

He thereby cgronologically "brackets™® barliamentary criteria;
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that is to say, he defines what counts as parliamentary with-

in a certain historical period.
n . N\
Just by keeping this &ituation under continu-
ous scrutiny he will be able to bracket the

time span in which Parliament came to require
. the presence of representatives of the com-

munities for some and fjnally for all of its
-T/(tgofficial transactions.

In the thirteenth century Parliament is definitely not to be

characterizéd in terms of such representation; by the eigh-
. o)

e

. - [V
teenth it is. Presumably, for the twentieth a further re-

vision in the description of its éssential characteristics
is called for. The historian never offers_ a definition that
will cover his use of thé word throughout the book. ’

Hexter suggests that as a result each time the histériah
uses a key historiographically descriptive word he "has a
fresH opport@nity to refine its meaning."Y” Even though
the historian at no point in his work seeks to fix the mean-
‘ing of 'parliamentary' in a brecise formula, the entire work
on the English Parliament or on English political history
or the felevént sections of the entire work on English history
will ;onstifﬁte a sort of definitional effort, or so Hexter
must believe. The entire work will elucidate the meaning of
the term even while using it to describe events, personrs and
behavior that are parts of the history ;n questipn;: Pregumaply

. _\//’.
a2 grasp of the changes in and development of parliame

ntary
criteria givesone some sense of possible pract%ceg that might

qualify as parliamentary as well as some sense of those that

. | S
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would under no circumstances be so characterized. In any case
the 1mblication of Hexter's position is that the use of key
historiﬁgraphically descriptive terms can be adequately clari-
fied and caé be made precise gnough for historiographical pur-—
poses—- but by peculiarly historiographical methods of defi- |
nition.

- These reflections on the craft 6f historiography raise
the issues that wil% be of concern in the next few pages.
Are certain key historiographically descriptive terms ines-
capably problematic with respect to their meaning? To what
extent does historiographical practice show historians to be
aware of such problems, and to what extént qo they attempt té-
deal with them? Do they ignore such problems and thereby
foster ambiguity and imprecision‘through sloppy thinking? 1&-_
What form does historiographical proce&ure prescribé f;r at-
tempts to meet these problems? Is'it.a peculiar definitional
procedure d¥ a procedure that éan best be likened to something
other than definition? Does the histo;ian employ a spé&ialized
technical-theoretical vocabuléry of his own coined by his

own definitional procedures?16

2.3 'Feudalism': General Term or éroper Name?
As an historiographically descriptive term *feudalism®
has had a long and checkered history; its associates of
other grammatical forms, like 'feudal! and'their'cognétes -
have had an even longer one. Many histofians of Medieval

European institutions will recount some of that history, ¥
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often as parﬁtof a justification of their use of.the'term'

in the manner they say they are going to use it in déscribing
their subject matter. They offer the justification because
there is séme dispute about how ‘the. term should ‘be used and

. -~
fairly well ldefined camps on the issue. The way each justi-

properly dgiined. Historians tend to divide themselves into

fies his own position .and éttacks the other fellow's indicates
that tfeudalism' is in._effect treated as a terﬁ with some in-
terésting and, to the philosopher, puzzling logical properties.
It seems that the way it functions can best be ‘'understood as being
somewhat like a general’term and somewhat 1ike a pfoper name.

I ghall argue that the wa; it combines the logical properties

of these two basic logical categories is fairly representative

of many histofiographically descriptive terms.

{\o

2.3.1 Feudalism: A Unigue Event or a Type Qi'Historical

Phenomenon ?

-"Although the term 'feudalism' was apparently invented
.by seventeenth century French lawvers dealing ;ith the .com—
plicated system§ ofvproperty rights that coq;titutea vestiges
of medieval political and social organizatiqd, it was popu-
larized by Montesquieu.17 It was he who also introduced. one
issue that still exercises historians concerning the use of

the term. To him "les lois féodales”" were "un événement ar-

‘rivé une fois dans le monde et qui n'arrivera peut-&tre jamais."18

He is understood by many to have thereby made-a sort of unique-

ness claim for 'feudalism' in which the term is said to be
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applicable to one historical phenomenon in the same Qéy éhat .
the name of a battle_tés a prope? name) is meant to be appli-
cable to one historical event. The key point-is his use of
'événement'. He is understood to be alleging that'feudalism
' is an event-- a particuldr event—- not a sort or type of |
'even;;ig PfeSumably the descriptive term ffeudal' would then
be applicaple to any component elements (e.g., agents, con-
ditions, sdb-events, etc.) that were aspects of the unique‘
larger complex event kndwn as feudalism.
- Té séy aXl this is to read a goéd deal into Moﬁtesquigu,
His remark waé an off= one perhaps based on casual obsér-
vation. IE séems to reflect” no systematigallf worked out
métgphfsical position concerning the histo;ical process at
large or concerning feudé?}gm in particular. 1In fact, Montes-
quieu does notruée the word 'feudalism'-in this instance. He

usues the adjective 'fdddale' instead primarily to describe

Yaws of a certain sort. 1t imply that, according to him,

that type of law is to be found only in one particular histori-

" cal community-- i.e., that one whid® developed in western

éurbpe'as'a résult of certain German tribes conquering and =~ /

=

iptermingling with peoples of the Roman Empire. He seems to -

-

treat 'feudal' as meaning a restricted‘typewof historical phe—
nomer_xon.20 S E ) g

Nevertheless, Montesquieu may perhaps be éaken as repre-
sentative of a school of historians that is reluétant.to apply .

the-term 'feudalism' and its grammatical relatives to historical

r
kY
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period's and peoples 'other than to those at the heart of post—
Carol}ngian Europe and to thoserdirectly influenoed or his—‘
torically related to the firét lot.21 Although on occasion
the basis of the reluctance is an avowedly apriori pos;tlon
such as the.complexity of European feudainE/gnd)the alleged-

22

resultant incompar, bility tofsocial—political-legal systems
elsewhere, ~ the

sual basis is no more than intuiltive.

There "is the sense that feudalism was proper to the regions

23~ There is an intui:\

>

lying betweenlthe Loire and the Rhine;

term elsewhere even though 1t may be

&, . .
breath that insgtitutions comparable to, or remarkably siﬁ}‘\wJ
lar to, or analogous to, the_European ones are to be found

) 24

elsewhere.  But such intuitions beg‘for ciari?ication. .-
What sort of term is ;feudalism', according to this uiew, |
that‘the proper use of the'word demands its deaériptive ap—
pllcat:on be restrlcted to a/certaln/suropean c;ntext?

It is not used in exactly the‘game fashion as a proper
name. This is clear from the way 1&-1g'used by historians
of medieval Europe both inside and outside Montesquieu's
school when dealing with certain probleme of comparison and
cla;sification. Tage'snglish history for example.. Norman
Eng}and is an undisputed example of a feudal society. 1Its
recognized similarity to the heartland of feudal France with .
respect to its legai, political and,sociai.organization and

] b
its historical connections to these areas @ghg_any'dispute
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allmost unthinkable. But the question of Anglo;Saxon England
ot so‘elearJ Hiségrians have been concerned with asses-

sing‘the“;mpacf-of the:Norman Congquest. How much continuity

uﬁs there between pre-oand post-Conquest England° To what ex-gjvﬂ_ﬂﬁ}\

tent do modern Bngllshv1git1tutlons represent developments | ‘

from Norman innovatioqs? To what extent are modern

institutions Anglo-Saxon? These questions involve the com-

parison of pre- and post—-Congquést England, and they raise the

guestion of whether and to what extent the term ‘'feudall is

justifiably apﬁlicable to pre-Conquest England. If it 1is,

one can go some" way Eowares assessing the Conquest as involving

‘few innovations {g\the existing system. One would derive some

sugﬂort-for an interpretation of.inetitutional coetinuity.

e
. . | .
There is of course some dispute ¢oncerning the answer

to th stion of Anglo=Saxon feudalism,26 but the procedure
. hY i

for answeri g it éii for arguing for one's answer 2eems clear.

One examinds certain aspects of Anglo-Saxon institutions loock-

etermine whether those institﬁtions can be clas-—
27 Of particular concern to some 1is the
fief |the alleged absence of which has led many to conclude
that:the society‘was not feudal. But however one concludes,

it appears that 'feudalism’' and 'feudal' function somewhat

like general terms 1in the dispute.28

“aociety or types of institution. Their application inveolves -‘;EZZ_-

They refer to types of

possible compariepné;of the candidate for application to other
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undisputed examples of the type. It involves eva}uation of
the candidate in terms of an either taciﬁly or explicitly.
held definitién formulating the meaning of the term to be
abplied.29 '‘Feudalism' and 'feudal' do not function as |
proﬁér ﬁames in this case.

It is perhaps.this obvious aspect of the term's usé that
- has caught the attention of those who challenge Montesquieu's
‘off-hand observation. Bloch cites Voltaire as the fifst of

these challengers.30 The former following the latte ~4rgues

31

that feudalism wak not an event; it is a type of socigty.
From this i? seems to be concluded that 'feudalisﬁ' gs a
general term applicéble in principle to an\indefinite number
of instances. Whether it is applicable tqi ny given instance
must be decided by an empirical examinatioggéf~the candidate
with regard to certain characteristics which previously suc-
cessful candidateéihave had relevant to their being instances
of feudali;m and perhaps sufficient to their gualifying as
such instances. Cantor be%t sums up this chgllenge to Mon-
tesqu;eu's.reluctance byhaéguing that it is entirely plausi-
ble that feudalism has existed in other areés of tpe,yorld ;
but that "the validity of this_hypothesis must be based on
empirical evidénce assessed-by historians of these civili-
zations."gz Voltaire assessed the évidence‘concerning certain
Asian states and peoples and concf‘%ea that instances of feu-

" dalism were to be. found there. Some 6ther historians asses-—

sing evidence on civilizations ranging from sixteenth century

N

1
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Japan to sixteenth century Russia conclude that other feudal

societies are to be found in dlverse part of the world at

diverse times.33 ~ o ' .
\\ AN

Although the avowed lack of reluctance by Voltaire's

2.3.2 Defining 'Feudalism' by Reference-to“Paradigms

followers to apply the term outside medieval Europe is‘base&
on the insight théé it is used to denote tﬁpe; of society,

institutions, laws, etc., any additional argument to the
effectf&hat the term functions as a general terp/cannot be
guite right either. At least such a view need; serious quali-
cation. To see th and how, one ﬁust look again to the ways
in.which followers of both Montgsquieu and Voltaire use the
térm similarly.’

_ One point of agreement seems to be the privileged positien
of.medievai Europe between the Loire and the/E;;ne as a para-
digm qf*feudalism. Sometimes such clcsely connected histori-
cal communities as Norman England are also éccorded-thi; exem-
plary status. Oné‘thiﬁg ?he follower of Montesquieu seems to
mean-when asserting tﬁat feudalism was proper to thesé com-
munities is the folléwing: If one wants to kﬁow what feu-
dalism ié,_it is upon certain of their institutions and/or

upon their 'entire social-~political organization that one
. _ i

should concentrate one's study. With one or two appérent

-

exceptions,>% no follower of Voltaire challenges this.

. . r .
Historians of Europe seem\to concern themselves with no

other.community cutside of’tﬁkolingian and post-Carclingian
' / \ .
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of medieval European institutions in the
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Europe before offering characterizations of what wag essential

-

to fedual institutions and relatibnships. They seem in fact
to assume that an hisfloriographical investigation of those

communities, is both necessary and sufficient for grasping the

g Ee term 'feudal', There is some concern among
most ﬁf em about~d£f1n1ng the) term, and ‘the extensive defi-
nitional d*é:iigﬁﬁgjt is take tg/be a serious issue. Where
overtj ttem s.are made to arrgye at and to defend putative .
defimitions, they involve hlst\rzographlcal examination of the
pr‘v1DQggg paradigm only and usually ignore o?hgg allegedly
suxtaole candidates for feudal status like Japaﬁﬁﬁth:NEDe/)
Tokugawa dynasty. Where despalr of reaching a durable éefi—
nition leads hlstorlans to offer "provisional descrlptlons“

‘-\.-
of feudalism instead of definitions,35 those descriptions are

opriate areas.
-

Among historians of non-Eurdpean communities and cultures

4

justification for the deScripti_e applicationTof 'feudaléFusu—

ally ifivolves briefly noting analogies between the non-Euro-

pean institution and a medieval European counterpart.36 In the.

words of even such a follower of Voltaire as-Marc Bloch:

since it is obvious that all these societies,

separated by time and space, have received the

name 'feudal' only on account of their similari- ~

ties, real or suppodsed, to Western feudalism,
\ it is the characteristics of this basic type,
\ to which all the others must be referrgq, that
\' it is of prlmary tmportance” to define.

——

g

n\‘w "
ut ‘is this privileded definitional status of medieval

S

Europe \consonant with .the alleged status of 'feudal' as a

K:
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general term? The followiné considerations suggest that
}s not. I am learning the color vocaﬁulary of English and
am introduced to a new word, 'blue', which is taught me by
the use of examples. Various objects scattered throughohf ' <
the room are pointed out to me and 'fentified as blue -or not
blue. I return to gxamine the first example (ei) used in the
learning process. It is situated by itself in the cornef of
, the room. I notlce something peculiar about the lighting
there and call 1t to my teacher's attention. nspecilon in
normal lighting reveals e, as actually being what he calls
<T"?éd in color. But little harm is done to the learning pro-
\¥—-cess-py-his reclassification of e,. It is easily aceepted

1

in light of the “Ef evidence concerning e, and the perceptual

1
conditions.

-

'Blué' is a géneral term. It has no logically‘krivileged \\
paradigm instances of 1its appllcatlon. There might be certain
instances which an 1nd1v1dua1 or, F grouP regard as paradigms -

in the -sense that they are reason%?}y well assured that the

lighting is normal, their vision is accut the cases are not

borderline, the setting is normal, they have taken more than

e

just a quick glanc%, and no tricks are being played on them.
¥

Such instances are the ones one would want to use were one a .

teacher of English working on color vecabulary. But even

*

these practical paradigms are not logically_privilegéi; One -/
e

~ ) . ‘ ! e N—/
co?ld well imagine further ssible evidence which, we

lg’
to come to light, would lead one to reclassify the paradigm

&

&
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as really having beeh of another color all along-— and

all this without in any way affecting one's grasp‘of the mean-

q\\jng of 'blue'. If I learn the meaning of 'blue' by meahs(;;ﬁ\\’/

¢

<

P

examples, I must start with one, and I shall probablylcompare
that first one to ofhers both of blue and of non-blue objects.
But that first one is not logically privileged. ' No example
of an application of a genéral term is. In any ip%}ance cir-
cumstances may have led n&%&ﬁrhisapply it to the instance in

guestion. A grasp of its meaning involves some grasp of what

- ﬁ‘drcumstances could lead me to misapply it in any given.case.

2.3.3 Mere Paradigms and Logicalry Privileged Paradigms

There is a distinction to be made between paradigm cases
of a term's descriptive application and logically privileged

paradigm cases. Paradigm cases involve godd. examples where

‘one has no reason to doubt that one is correct in applying

(or withholding) the term in a description of these cases.

However, it would not be inconceivable that one is incorrect

-

in any given case. Any one or any number of the paradigm cases
< ) \'N\//""\'Sf
might be'@%ed in ostensively defining the term's meanin t

~n

no one of them is logically indispensable to the definition.
One might be discovered to be wrong in one's description in

any glven case without being forced to consider a revision in

the meaning of the term. ¢ - ; \ .

S

A logically privileged paradigmy- on the other hand, is

not merely a good example of a term's descriptive applications;
° ) :

it is an example indispensable to defining the term. It is
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indispensab in that the term cannot be used in the same
sense by tgiﬁpeople unless they at least agree that the logi-
cally privileged.paradigm is correctiy described as an instance-
of whatever the term means. Actually, it oay be misleadino to
say that they agree that it is.correctiy described by the term.
It would be more accurate to say that they agree that the
glestion of whether it is or not does not and cahnot sensib;r?

.

arisew The paradigm is taken for granted as the standard of

comparison in deciding whether other cases qualify as in

These remarks may call to mind what Wittgenstein had to
say about the relationship between 'meter' and the metal bar
in Paris on which the standard meter was markelcl.:‘s‘8 ‘He remarks
that one canoot say of the éistance marked on the bar that it {

Ah
is one meter in length nor that it is not one meter (g;g. Pre-

sumably he means by this that the question of its length can-

not sensibly arise. ’ j\\NJi

. .~ a
Nevertheless, Wittgenstein's example is not a particularly
apt one if it is meant to illustrate logically privilegeé para-—

digms. Scientists ﬁax\oﬂge have attempted to define 'meter’

by reference to that particular ﬁetal bar in Paris, but the

1nadv1sabi11ty of such an attempt strlkes anyone who cons;ders
1 -

the matter closely. . Suppose we suddenly discover today that

-

the standard bar {(for some reason) does not match any Qpr, at

least, not majg) of the other meter stlcks in : world. After

4
all most mete

sticks are not dlregf“coszes of/the one in Parls.

It is concelvable that upon close examlnatlon most of the other

-
-
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sticks may be\found to agree roughly with each other but hot -

it .
with the 'standarer? i -~
it i:" not quite_ciear that in such .@n event we would or
‘*1 : or must ‘conclude that all the thousands of-meter sticks cur~

: ~ . :
rently in.use in making measurements were not one meter long

after all. Nqb is it clear that all of the distances and ob-
jects that had been measured by means of them and that had
been found to be one me{er or six meters or whatever in length
would now be found to be less or more than one meter or six
. meters ?r_whatever. It is not inconceivable that we should \\\\\
ﬁB conclude on the basis of some evidence that the *'standard:’
stick hedAundergoee some physical alteration and was no lon-
ger‘one meter'ldng. There could‘even conceivahly be evideggg/

\/\that 3

-~ C ., . A . . |
madefa hiterto unnoticed mlstﬁﬁe in marking the bar. After

ndver had been one meter long. Perhaps someone had . -

-

, the meter was first defined injterms of the distance be-

L} \
tween the equator and the North Pole><f;t\§as only vears later
N : {
that the bar in Paris was

hY

e
. .

-

‘as’ a standard. Yet, '
were'the meter stick in Par

/

to be considered a logically
privileged paraéigm, these possibitities must be ruled ab-

surd-- as inconceivable.

Perhaps it was some such considerations as these that led

a

the scientific communlty to redeflne ‘the meter as the & ength

equal to 1 650 L763.73 wavelengths in vacuum of the radiation ./

“

*—f—“\\- co;respondlng to the transition between 2p10~and Sds of the
. P

Krypton-86 atom,B? At any.rate the definition of the %erm

= - . ‘ . & . ) ‘ e
= . '
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no longer formally hangs on the length of somé particular ex-
emplar. Any particular krypton atom should do, and pre5umab1y '\
"the radiation of any particular krypton atom in any given

case could conceivably fail to measure the stated fraction

of a mekter because of interfering conditions. ‘'Meter' now

~

seems to be ‘defined more in accordance with/ its use as a
general term. ‘ S\

I suggest that most of the terms used descriptively in
natural sciences function as general terms as do many of the,

.4_"_‘

terms ¢f ordinary vocabulary like 'cow!, 'mountaint', *'blue’

¢
and 'meter' because, although they may have paradigm cases,
they have no logically privileged paradigms.40 Often their

meanings can be formulated and stated solely through the use

i .
of other general tkrms.

I éuggest that on the other hand many historical predicates

K|

like 'feﬁdalism', which play an important role in historio-
graphical descriptien, are treated as having logicaily privi-
leged pardﬁigms. To conceive of the possibility @f one's being

mistaken in one's application of the termeo itsjﬁaradigm is
=]

in effect to consider the possibility -of changing one's use of l.n»‘

the term—— of assigning it a different meaniné--‘of redefining
it. Integral-to formulations of the_meaning of the term'would

be the name .or some other designation of the logically privié‘

leged paradigm.

\ ¢ — -

The briefest examination of the history of the historio-

graphy concerned with meiieval Eurobe shows that theories T —

.

T

?
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concerning‘the structure of its institutions and society havé
changed considerably in the last three centu;ies. Not only

has the Egi?bhtenment's assessﬁeﬁt of the medieval man's form
of life in dark and negative terms given ﬁay f%rst to the |
Romantic historian's glowing evaluation .and thén to the twen-
tiéth century's more sober appraisal, but its thecries of what
‘was involved in ‘the social relations and political life pf the
{period ﬁave been supe;seﬁed to a great extent.41 What they
took to be facts about the period have in many cases been found
.not to be so. Does any of this modification in 6ur view of —
the histgfical facts lead any historian to gquestion the clas-
sificati&n oflmedieval-Europe as feudal? Not that I can find:
_Indééd there is no indication of what possible evidence-- what
possible future dis;overies-- would lead us to reclassify it

as non-feudal. Revisions in our Piew of the details of medie-—
val life seem only to leadnto beyisions in the definitién of

*feudal’. L e

2.3.4 ‘Feudalism': Somewhere Between a Proper Name and a
- . .

2
General Term

‘in respect to the unwillingness to reconsider our appli-

- cation of 'feudalism' and 'feudal' to the important case of
medieval Eurbpe, these words function more like sqme-proper
names than like general terms. Consider this parallel, An

explorer discovering a new land on behalf of his gueen wades
-

ashore and names it Queensland.. Initially his knowledge.of it Vel

~ Ny
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9

is meager, and as he comes to discover more and more facts
about ii, he may be led to revise various classifying'ﬁescrip
_tions of it. From‘the boat tﬁe green along the shoreline
may lead him to conclude that the newl? discovered laqe/is
forested, but on clbser inspection the green may turn out'te
tbe the scrub brush of a dry savannah. He revises his descrip-
tion of it as being. forested.. Initial exploration may yielde
no obvious indications of habitation, bui if initie~1 over-—
ked. SLgns come to his attention, he will pedescribe it as
\ﬂng an inhabited la But what further fac:ts about this
new land could he discover that would lead him to conclude
that he had inaccurately applied the name 'Queensland' in the
case at hand by using it to name the new discovery? None,
for 'Queensland’ cannot be misapplled in qu1te the same way
as the descriptive general termsl'forested' and 'uninnab ted!
can be. It cann?t be misapplied in the sense of being a mis;
classification.

One reason that historians treat 'feudalism' as esempt
from the possikility of misapplication\whei it comes to charac-—
terizing post-Carolingian Europe between the Loire and the
Rhine as a'feudai_socieiy.is the definitional disagreement pre—

(‘viously mentioned. They seem unable to agree on a segt of
-necessary and-sufficient-conditions for a society's or a
law's or anything elsets being-¥eudal. ;The‘éssociated_defi-
.nitional problems, however, go beyond mere disagreement. His-

ﬁorie§3,~especially historians of medieval Eurqpe, treat the -
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definitioe of 'feudalism' as somethlng that must be arrived

at through hlstorlcal research and Justlfled by presenting

the results ofthatresearchfl2 1heir{approach is something
like a variation of what Popper'celle the methodological es-
sentialist's aoproach to the pr%bleﬁ.of definition.43 'Toey

do not merely”stipulate that '}eﬁoalism' will be used as a
shorthand label meanlng a society hav1ng such and such charac—
teristics. Instead they treat it as a word which has a proper

[
meaning which has yet to be fully '?EQEhyered', formulated

and c¢larified. 1 ' )
Furthermore, the cuestlon of meaning is treated as inex-.

tricably intertwined with a questlon of descriptive factual\

detail. 'To arrive at a formulation of the proper meaning of” .

'*feudalism' is simultaneously to arrive aty an accurate descrip-

tion of certain institutions of at least one historical com-

Ll

munity-- namely, the logically privileged paradigm in medieval.

14

Euébpe. Since thisasgconq question is one about the world---
i.ed, a gquestion of fact-= the histog;;;\as a'good empiricist

presents his answer as a tentative one that has to-be justi-

fied by an appeai to}ghidence, that has to withstand the test

\

of newly discovered/evidence and of further argumentation,
and that consequentﬂv is subject to possible revision or even

refutation. And slnce the answer to the description questlonx

¥’

. is also taken as Delng an answer to the ouestlon of meaning,

a deflnltlon candldate for 'feudalis.m' is also treated as

‘gubject to evaluatlonhgpd reeveiuation‘in the light of further

. ) [

]D
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: émpirical evidence peréaininé to the structure-of medieval
Eu:oﬁeén society.

| Hence, dlsputes concerning the definition of *feudalism®
_are as natural and fru1tful as ones over what in fact was the
detalled soc;al structure of medieval Europe. But they are
possible only 1f all agree that whatever the term means it is
accurately applied to descrlblng the logically przvxleged par;-
gigm. Otherwise there-coula be no real definitional disagree-
ment, only pseudo-disagreément. Withoutggreement on the logi:‘
cally privileged paradigm A could su@port his definition can-

didate by arguing from evidence about life in ancient Babwlon

and could ignore evidence about llfe in. medieval Efirope be-
cause he held 'feudal' to be mlsapplled in desc;blng the lat-
ter as g,feudal society. é, ;aking the more traditional view,
'-yould ignore A's évidence.as beihg irrelevant. wﬁerg.thefe
was no agréement between them as to!ﬁhich body of eviéence was
.relqgant to céf;yiné on the dispute, they could hardly-even
begin td/::;esé and to contest each other's positions. There

could be no real dispute. The logically privileged paradigﬁ

guarantees that some body of evidgnce is cphmonly accepted as

relevant to the definitional problem. ‘
- i ud$£>> .
The hlstorlan, t e?ﬁ treats 'QQA ism* as definitionally
problematzc in somewhat the same way we said it ma;t be if the

i

hat']

hiastorical phenomenon. to which it is descriptively applicable
is-historically unique in.Herder*s sense. That is to say,
the term cannot be défined in a manner logically indépendent

A - N, i
SN R

-, RN - ) 5
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of and prior to any given descriptive use. Its definition and
its de§criptive use are interwoveﬁ and inseparable. Howevef,
it is 2lso important to note the differences between the be-
havior of this term and the wa& it should behave if Herder's
unigueness thésis were entifely correct.

In discussing Herder's poéition we supposed that hypotheti-

- ’

cal predicgte P.was descriptively applicable only to hi__ to
one historical phenomenon.' IE'could therefore be used.to

pick out h1 in much the same way ag é proper qame couldi But
we have‘already;noted féspeéts in which.'feudalism' as an his-
toriographically descriptive term 'functions other than as a
proper name. To e#pand on this one must recall the obvious.

A plurality of particular historical'phenomena.get charaéter—
ized as examples or cases of feudalism. Normaﬁ England is

is Sne that has already been mentioned as hasvpost—Carolingian
France. These would be uholé historical communiéies that
might be clgssified as feudal.. But various individual prin:
cipalities, barors, retainers, laws, legal codes, customs,
jurisdictions, etc. are also described as féudal. Wiiliah

the Congueror, for example, mighf)be characterized as a.feu—

dal duke ox feudal leader.

In makiqg this obvious point a second point becomes ob-
g

viocus as well The plurality of phenomena characterized as

]

feudal is ::iip diverse.i 1t includes phenomena ranging from
legal‘syst s to barons;/

A philosopher might ask after what

3
/

thé§ all cbuld have in dommon by virtue of which the various

diverse particulars are all classified as feudal. The extent
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to\rhicﬁ this question is of concern to historians is not
clear. There is certainly some historiographical dispu%e
about the extent of the range of phenomena that can ﬁeaning-
fully be classified as either feudal or non-feudal. Somé who
adeocate a so-called.strigt deginition of 'feudalism' hold
that it is meanfhg%ess to describe a part;éular system of
'ebqgomic prodpction or of commercial arrangemeqts as either
feudal or non-feudal, and presumably the “same is held to be
true of the elements of such systems.dq Soae acgue that the
same can be gaid f?r the overall pattern of social.organizakion
or the way of life of a given historical community.45

Be this'as it may, in no case do historians limit the:

application of the term to one particular named phenomenon.

Even if some historian wanted to limit the possibility of its’

-

meaningful appli;ation to legal systems alone,‘for example,

he would still allow ifs applicability in principle to more
than one legal system. There was éne legal ;ystem in operation
in'Norman England and a second in operaéion ;n the Kingdom |
of Burgundy. The two can be compared they were similar in
~important respects.‘,22¢y Qere both feldal Systems, both in-
stgnces of feudalism. It is in this resbect-—li.e., in its
applfcation to a plurality of historical phenomené, no matter

Y
. ‘ - -'\ ¥ Pl
how diverse these may be in certain other respects-- that

'feudalism' differs from P.

»
Y

Thus despite apparent differences of opinion concerning

the uniqueness of feudalism an historian of Montesquieu's
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persuasion is likely to agree-with a follower of Voltaire on
the following peoints.

1) 'Feudglism' is not a proper name. It has descriptive mean-
ing, and functions in some respects like a general term.

2) It is not a general term because it is defined with refer-
ence to a logically privileged paradigm, which has a unique
status vislé—vis other examples of feudalism.

.3} The definition of the term and tEe descriptipn oéﬁthe para-~
digm are inseparably inte}twined.‘ Fermulations of ﬂuaé@fini-

tion are therefore subject to disconfirmation and modification

in the light of facts about the paradigm.

a

2.4 The Role of Logically Privileged Paradigms in Historio-

graphical Definition: Two Positions

The apparent agreement among historians concerning the
uniqueness of post-Carolingian Europe between the Loire and

the Rhine with respect s privileged status as an instance

of feudalism goeﬁ som d making sense of and vindi-
cating Herder's claims for descriptive unigueness in history.
Historians in practice recogniii/some historical phenomena -as
being ugique in a certain way. One might let controversy sur-
rounding 'feudalism' rest here and go 92/t° consider a variety
of historiographically desc;iptive terms the definition of
which involves reference (in a variety of ways) to logically
brivileged paradigms which are thereby accorded unigque status.
And indeed this survey of descriptivé terms willbe done later in

S

‘order to give further support to Herder's position.
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However, despite the points of agreement between followers
of Voltaire and fo;lowers of Montesquieu, thefe remain peoints
of difference EhJ% are o% relevance to the problem ©f the
logical status of 'feudalism' as‘a descriptive term. Exploring
those points of disagreement will not contribute fo supporting

Herder's position because it will undermine the impression of
) . _
unanimity among historians concerning the way in which they

~

regard post-Carolingian Western Europe as being unique. The

™

purpose of exploriﬁg them is to distinguish a minimal histori-

cal uniqueness position implicit in the remgrks and the work

of various historians dealing with feudalism 03 a more radi-

cal one implicit in what other historians have o say. The
problem of assessing which of the two is more cggrect, or at

: 4
least more plausible is left for a subsequent chapter.

2.4.1 The Minimal Position: Relevant Siﬁilariti

The two ways of regarding Eqst—Cardlingian Western Eurcpe
as uhique with respect to itsdfeggal character ére tiéd to
two different possible reasons thg5follower of Montesquieu
might have for disagreeiAg with the follower of Voltaire about'
the presence of feudal societies elsewhere. On the one hand,

. b
he might hold that as a matter of fact feudal societies or

prinCipaiities or communities have been found to occur in only
one area and during one historical period. He might at the
same time allow for the possibility of discovering the exis~

tence of feudal societies elsewhere at unconnected, unrelated.
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times and places. According to him, it is simply that he
has not vet discovered any cases elsewhere sufficiently like
ﬁthe logically privileged paradigm to be classified as feudal.

He has of course discovered other cases of feudalism
besides the 1oglcally pr1v1leged paradigm. He would, for ex-
ample classify Norman England as feudal and possibly Anglo-
Saxon England as well. But these cases have historical con-
nections with the paradigm, post-Carollnglan Europe between
the L01re1and the Rhine. Either they were subject to the
hisgorical influence of the'paradigm in the course of theilr
formation as was Norman Englandf Or tgey were formed by the
same historical- influences as the paradigm was-- namely, the
blending of certain Teutonic and Roman institutions oy the
barbarian conguerors of the western ﬁart of Ehe Empire and
the development of the hybrid institutions under later pres-
sure from Norse and other marauders and invaders.‘7 Or they
had & combination of'poth sorts of connection as Saxon England
might have had.

In none of these cases does one find a community that
counts as belonging to a different historical period or area
than the one to which the paradigm belongs or to a period or
area not directly connected to the paradigm. The follower of
Montesquieu can argue that alohg with the paradigm the addi-
tional cases of feudalism constitute one interconnected system
of feudal communities or one feudal civilization or one feudal

age.48 Thus it would remain true to say that feudalism
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.occurred once-— i.e., in post-~Carolingian Western Europe and
in some adjacent areas subject to its infiuence. ‘However,
he remains open to the possibility of cases unconne;ted with
the hitherto apparently unique systeﬁ; They could conceivébly
be found in ancient China or ancient Egypt or pre-Cclumbian
South America. | « -
- In believing this he would not have any fundamental disa-
greement with the follower of Voltaire. Each would apply (or

withhold) application of 'feudal'-to (or from) an historical

community on the basis of the following question: 'Is it suf-

ficiently similar to_po§t-Carolingian Eu}ope between the Loire
and the Rhine?' or 'Is it similar to the paradigm in enough
relevant respects?' Voltaire thought he had found some éases
historically unconnected with post-Carolingian Europe that
were similar enough to count as feudal. He argued that the
Mongdl or Tartar Empire following Genghis Khan was’fuch a case.49
The follower of Montesquieu being considered now simply doubts
whether, as a matter of fact, the allegeé similarities really
are simjilarities, whether they a:re relevant similarities, or
whether enough relévant similarities have been -established.

In this case he and the fSllower of Voltaire would be
adhering to the minimal historical unigueness position already
outlined. ‘'Feudalism' is taken td‘be'uniquely applicable to
post-Carolingian-Westef; Europe between the Loire and the
Rhine in a special way because it is the logically privileged

paradigm. But it could in principle also be found to be



.applicable to societies in other times and places however re-
mote and unconnected historically with the paradigm. Whether
" it i5 so applicable or not would be a matter of empirical in-

. vestigation.

_~

_ 2'.19/.2 THe Radical Position: Relevant Similarity and Histori-
[— \\J cal Connection

== On the other hand, the follower of Montesquieu might

hold that feudalism is unique as a matter of principle. He

would mean that it is not possible to find cases of feudalism

elsewheré in history separated from the paradigm. 1In his view
there would‘be something wrongheaded or absurd about even con-
sidering the p§ssibility of feudal societies apart from the
systeﬁ of feudal ﬁrincipalities and condmunities ?f post-Caro—
iiqé;an Western Europe and some adjacent areas. Given the
points of agreement between himself and the follower of Vol-'.
taire, his belief in uniqueness as a matter of principle wouid
not exclude the possibility of discovering hitherto unknown
‘or unreCOQniied cases of feudalism besides the paradigm and
other aiready known cases. But if feudalism i§ held to have /
occurred only‘onceﬂ any such cases must be part of the larger
historical phenomeéoh'which Montesquieu alleges to have hap-
upened only once. They mustsbe found to be parts of the post-
Carolingian age and system, which then encompasses or inciudes
all possible cases of feudalism. To allow for cases of feu-
dalism occurring apart from and unconnected with post-~Carolin-

gian Western Europe would be to allow for feudalism's occurring

.’—

J



in many historically unreiated times and places, in which case
it would n;?longér be unique in principle.

To make feudalism unique in principle is to alter the
force of classifying or describing an historical community as
feudal. The fdllower of Voltaire and the first follower of °
Montesquieu applied the term on the basis of sufficient rele-
vant si@ilafity to the logicallf privileged paradigm. The
second follower oOf Mon;esquieu,retains this basis and combines
if with a seemingly unrelated one. Not on;y/mqst a candidafe

e

display sufficient similarity to the para#igm, but it must
. } T e

also prove to be a part of or a member othhat unique system
or family of historiceal cdmmunities-centered about the para-
digm. : . ~ \

. . !

Membership in an historical system og family or network

of communities such as the one to which I Rave alludea may -

seem to have nothing to do with similaritiés -apongthe mem-
bers or parts.-. This is certainly true for ma f nonhistorical
systems. Some systems are defined by a commongpu pdse:which

its parts or members conjeintly serve irresp e of dissimi-

larities among them. The water pump and t e radiator hoses and

the fan are all parts of the cooling .system of an automobile

N
engine despite the fact that the hoses have many more features

in common with sections of the fuel line or with the wires
leading from the distributor to the spark plugs than with the
pump or the fan. In fact it is'very difficult to think of any .,

features that the fan and hoses have in common that would set
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them apart from other parﬁs of the automobile as members of a \\
distinct system. It does nog seem necessary for two members
'6f a sijfeh to have common features'distinguishing them from
parts of éther systems. To say that two members of such a
system a?g similar in certain respeéts ié ko say something
over and above saying that they are members of the same system.
The same point can be made about the.mSﬁbership of many
families. One central meaning of '@aﬁily' is.that of a group
most of whose-members share common c¢rigins. The typical fami-
ly unit in our culture consists of parenté, who consitute the
origin, and of-offspringﬁwhoseeorigins are the parents. Being
of arn extended family and rélated by bloecd to other family
members means havihg'some ancestors in common. Of course the
famiiy as a social unit may involve much more thanhthis. Mem-—
bers of a family may belang to it as well bY virtue of proximi-
ty in living arrangements, by virtue of/ceréain legal relaéion-
ships based on certain contracts and céreﬁonies with legal sta-
tus, and by virtue of having certain rights and responsibilities;
legal and otherwise, toward ofher members that théy do not have
toward nonfamily members. But all of these ways by which mem-
bership in a family is defined seem to‘have nothing to do with
similarities among family members. They may be similar in
many respects or few and still be members of the same family.
They certainly do not have to have some common featgréﬁg; charac-

teristic that sets them apart from members of other families

in order to have had the same origins. And similar features



iA two individuals do not establish that they are members of
the same family.

As mentioned earlier, membership in the historical family
or éystem of Western European feudgl communities involvés vari-
ous historical conne&;ions.among the members. %he interrela-
tionship seéms to be one of common ancestry. Certain of their
institutions and patterns of soeial'organization derive direct-
ly or indirectly from some prior late Roman and/or Teutonic
institutions and social patterns. They are heirs to a common
heritage. If having ancestors in common and common traits
have as little to do with each other in the case of' this and
other historical families as they do in the case of many other
families, then gpe would conclude that similarity to the logi-
cally privileged paradigm and membership in £he same family
oberate independently as criteria for applying tfeudalism'.

However, when it comes to historical families, shared fea-
tures and shared origins do go together; therefore it is not
guite fair to.say that the belief in feudalism's d;iqueness }n
principle commits one to conjeoining th unrelated criteria
in descriptively applying the term. For example, historians
considering QQF possibifity that pre~Conguest England was a
feudal state do not seem to mark off sharply the guestion of
what h?storical influences had a hand in the development of
Saxon political and social organization from the question of

the ways pre-Conguest England was similar or dissimilar to

post-Carclingian France. This 1s to say that it may be difficult
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or impossible to answer guestions concerning the genesis and
development of Saxon society without at the same time asking
and answering guestions about its similarities and dissimilari-
ties to othef;societies whose parentage is known.

G.B. Adams, for example, who seems ?o hold that feudalism

was in part a system of landholding and land cultivation;

writes: -

In Anglo-Saxon England the arrangements for

cultivating the land and for servile landhold-

ing which have been described above were so

closely parallel to those of economic feudal-

ism that we may say that thls side of the feu-

dal system had been established in England be-

fore the Norman Conquest. The conditions which

had favored its /growth throughout the Roman

Empire had exis#ed also in Britain and, it is

likely, also &he institution from which it

was derived.5 '
The sort of reasoning displayed here, though not the actual
conclusions, Is not undomﬁon among historians working on this
problem. The fact that Anglo-Saxon institutions had certain
features similar to the features of continental paradigms of
feudalism is taken to be evidence to (1) *justify England's
classification as feudal and (2) support an hypothesis about
the parentage of those institutions and social arrangéﬁents.
In this case the parentage is argued to be Roman, the same
as that of the continental paradigms. Like so many other
historians, Adams does not first establish relevant similari-
ty between the candidate and the paradigm, second, independent-

ly establish common historical origins and influences, and

finally, having checked off botﬁunecessary conditions, only
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“then conclude that the label -of 'feudél' is justified. Rather,
relevant similarity is taken to be evidenée of common paren=
tage and helps establish it as if the lack of possible common
parentage would count against there being any relevant simi-
larity to the paradigm. ,

With a bit of reflection it can be seen that in spite of
first appearances commitment to the in principle uniqueness

of feudalism does not commit one to jointly applying two logi-+

cally independent criteria when descriptively applyiﬁg 'feu-

dalism'. 1In the case of some historical families and systems

there are logical connections between relevant similarities

among, and common origins of, family members. The two cri-

teria are logically interwoven.

L)

2.4.2.1 Common'Origins imply Relevant Similarity

In the case of some types of families common origins of
the family members may imply that there are significant simi-
larities among them. Feudalism and many other historical fami-
lies of communities and of_;nstitutions are of this‘z?ﬁe.

These are families where having a common origin means being
influenced by and derived from a single pridr tradition-- i.e.,
by and from a common way of doing things within the parent
community—-- or by and from a combination of the same particu-
lar traditions.51 For an,historigal community to be influ-
enced by a prior tradition iﬁ the sense of deriving its prac-

tices, its institutions, its patterns of social relationships,

etc. from it means that the community carries on doing certain
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thlngs in a way recognlzably 51m11ar in certain central or

2
\\\fundamental respects to the prior, parent trad:.tlon.5 If

sevéral historical communities derive thglr practices from

a common par;:t tradition, one should find thelr practices

to be similar to each other in those fundamental or central
respects. Bearing sufficient szmllarlty in relevant respects
to other family members follows from the fact of comm;n paren-—
tage.

The case of feudalism in Western Europe illustrétes this
point. The prigins qf the feudal institutions and patterns of
organization characteristic of a feudal society are somewhat
;ontroversial. This is to be expected since, as has already
been pointed out, the definition of 'feudalism!' itself is
somewhat controversial. Since historians disagree about which
institutions were essential to a feudal society and about how
those institutions are to be most accurately described or
characterized, it stands to reason that diﬁferences of opinion
will exiét'concerning jdentification of tﬁ;\prior institutions

and practices from which feudalism derives.53

However, there seems to be some agreement on th;s much.
Oon the one hand its parentage included tﬁe later Roman Empire
and certain patterns of organization evolving at the time of
its breakup in the West.54 In the predominantlf agricultural
and less urbanieed West weaker individuals, usually farmers

and artisans, sometimes bound themselves to the service of more

powerful persons whose power in part usually rested on large

-
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land hoidings. The institution was called patrocinium contract.

The client redeived the protection of him to whom he bound him-
self. On the other hand, feudal parentage inciuded the invad-
ing barbarians and their traditions of equality and personal
:ﬁreedom among memﬁers of the gefolge or war bands and of pér—
sonal loyélty to the band's leader. In the communities set

up in the wake of the barbarian invasions the two traditions
were married, as it were, to form a new institution, that of
Vassalage. The lord-vassal relationship was similar in,cef;;
tain fundamental respects to the relationship between the Ger-
man warband leader and his follower and in ;ther fundameh;al
respects to the relationship between the Roman-patronjaﬁd his
client. 'Presumaﬁly the new institution was.born eitﬁer of fhe
Germans modifying some of their:relationshipé to make them

more similar to the client—patroﬁ relationships they encountered
in the_invaded'tirritory, or of the conquered.populace modify—‘
ing theirs somewhat to copy those of the invaders, or of both
processes togeth;r. .

Differences of‘ﬁistoriograﬁﬁical interpretation seem to
arise over exactly what is cﬁﬁracteristic of each of the above
relationships, over which parent was more important in the
creaﬁion of the offspring, and over exactly Row the offspring
is to be characterized. Furthermore; th?re remains the issue of

_ . " ~ )

when and how vassalage became associated with the institution

of the fief.sS In many proposed definitions of ¥eudalism' the

g
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necessary conjunction of these two is taken to be characteris-
tic of feudal society. That is to say, according to this view,

in order to become a vassal one had to be granted a flef, and

it was necessary to become a vassal in order to be granted 2

56

fief.: Adopting this thesis would mean also tracing the paren-

tage of feudal institutions back to the institutions of the

praecarium and the benefice in the.later Roman Empire and
in the church of Merovingian Frahce.S?

The fine details aﬁg complications of the historiographi-
cal controversy are beside¢the point. 1In any case the members
of the feudal.family are seen as heirsAto a common herita'c_:,ré“'\,\E
that involved more than their merely being influenced higtori—

cally by the later Empire and the Teutonic tribes. It was

“influence of a particular sort. It involved their carrying

on to some extent, in some important way, some of the central
practices, institutions, traditions, or patterns of organiza-
tion of the parents. Therefore insofar as they are of common

heritage, the members will exhibit similarities to each other.

2.4.2.2 Relevant Similarity Implies Common Origins

So far what I have said about the parentége of feudalism

shows how the . criterion of membership 'in the Western European

feudal family implies the condition of similarity to other

. family membefﬁ. The kind. of argument I considered above when

considering Adams' views.on Saxon feudalism where one, infers
common origins from similarity indicates that histeorians may

also hold the converse to be true. Relevant similarity between
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two communities such that both can be calléd feudal may imply
commen parentage.58 One reason for holding the converse becomes
clear if one considers implications of the definitional prob-
lem surroundiné ' feudalism'. In‘particular,tying the possi-
bility of relevant similarities to common origins gives the
historian a basis for sorting-out thoggyproperties of the
logically privileged paradigm that are relevant to its being

a feudal society from those of its properties that have nothing
to do with its beiﬁé feudal.

If all parts of the definition, except the specification
of the logically privileged paradigm, are in- principle subject.
to modification in the light of further historiographical re-
search, then cl;ssifying communities as féudal and non—feudél
becomes a doubly risky business. In classifying Saxon England
as feudal one has to worry about whether it is indeed similar
in relevant respects to the paradigm—— post—Carolingian France.

;But this leaves.the historian with two questions: (a) what
are the relevant respects? and (b) Does Saxon England: have
these properties? The point'of_asking the second question
depends on already having a correct aﬁswer to the first. The
answer to the first amounts to a provisional definitioﬁ of
'feudalism'-~ i.e., to that part of the historian's definition
that is subject to disconfirﬁation or modification in light
of further facts abgut the paradigm. Thus the historian's

classification is subject to two pBEBible faults. He may have

misinterpreted the institutions and social patterns of Saxon

-
Y
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England in attributing certain properties to them which they
did not in fact possess. Or he may have gotten the definitidén
of 'feudalism' wrong, in which case he wdlld be seeking the
preseﬁce or absence of features in Saxon England that have
little or nothing to do with its being feudal or not. |

Now a similar sort o% pfoblem arises when the historian
addresses himself to question (a). In this'case, However,
the problem directly concerns the logically privileged para-
digm. In justifying his answer to (a)-- i.e.; in justifying
his definition of 'feudalism'—~ he has to establish: (1) that
the pest-Carolingian Frankish principalities indeed héd the
features cited in his definition-- i.e., that he has not mis-
interpreted the evidence and has not éonsequently misdescribed
their institutions and social patterns-; and (ii) that the
features cited are the ones relevant_@%itheir being a feudal
society. .

Point (ii) is impogtant because the paradigm community,
like any community, had.a multitude of different sorts of in-
_spitutions, social relationéhips,'practhes, socia} patterns,
etc.  Only some of them had anything to do with feudalism.
Some may have been closely connected to the Frankish feﬁdal
institutions. Others may havéloccurred only coincidentally in
post-Carolingian France alongside éhe feudal institutions.:
Having developed earlier than and independently of feudal
institutions, some may hébe predated and/or survived them

in Western Europe.
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Sorting © Fkankish institutions according to their rele-—
vance to the feug  ¥haracter of Frankish society will involve

historiographical interpretation pf the way off life in the
respective communities and yill ipvolve historians in contro-
versy of the sort méntioned ear% er. Tﬁgy will have to decide
on the appropriateness of so~called "strict" as opposed to
loose definitions of 'feudalism'. Was feudalism merely a
set of political and administrative arrangements éuch‘that
economic arrangements in the paradigm and-iﬁ oﬁh;} feudal
communities were irrelevant to their being feudal? Was it
jproperly speaking merely a set of: juridical relations arising
from the fief and vassalage and constituting only one element
of secondary importance among Ehe totality of Frankish peliti-
zcal arrangements? Or was 1t a comple£ of interrelated\?oliti-
cal and economic arrangement.;‘?s9 - ‘
Dégiing with point (ii) seems, among other things, Eg in-
volve comparing post-Carolingian France to other feudal com-
munities as well as to contemporary, brior, and succeeding
non-feudal communities. This 1s done with a vigw to establisn-
ing the extent to wﬁich a candidate for the staéusisf relevant
feature occurred in non-feudal communities apart frpm and in-~
dependently of other prime candidates. A good éxample of such
coriparison occurs when Eistorians consider theﬁmanor or éreat
landed estate or seigneurie. Many historians argue that the

presence or absence of the manor as a social and economic in-

stitution-- i.e., as a way of organizing agricultural,
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production—— was irrelevant to a éommunity's being feudal.

¢
Brown argues that the manor existed as an historical fact in
non-feudai commﬁnities. Therefore, it was said not to, be
"essentially feudalr.?® Fourquin notes that the great landed
estate existed in Europe for over a thousand vears overlapping
the three hundred year period during which feudalism existed.61
Strayer calls it an "extraneous factor" found_in many non-
feudal societies (presumably outside of medieval Western
Europe).62 Stephenson notes its presence in pre—Conques£ Eng-
land, an obviously non-feudal society according to him, by
way of discounting its relevance to the feudal character of
paraaigm cases of feudalism on the continent.63

This sort of argument based on comparison présup—

poses that one already has some way of sorting out the
feudal from the non—feﬁaal in at least some cases, even if
oni?xprovisionally, in order-tg establish which éroups are to
be compared. Whatever this way is, it cannot be directly based
on relevant s;milarity to the paradigm beéause‘Fhat is pre-
'Cisely the issue to be settled in part by the sorting and sub-~
sequent comsarison; When one asks after the features of post-
Carolingian Frankish society relevan£ to its being = feudal
society, one asks for a definition of 'feudalism!' which will
help one decide classification problems like the case of pre-
Conquest England. 1If one answers the question-of relevént

L=

similgritiés by comparing members of two groups sorted on the

baéislof relevant similarities in the first place, the question

¢}
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of specifying the relevant similarities would not have arisen
in the first place. They would have alresdy‘been specified
in order_to do initial sorting for comparison.

The problem of specifying similarities relevant to being
feudal 1is qpt analogous to specifying similarities relevant
to the distinctions we make without reflection on what we are
doing in the course of everyday life. We may call many dif-
ferent activities games, for example, and we may have no troﬁ—
ble distinguishing them from non-g.ames. We may have no trouble
sorting a given collection of activities into games and non-
games all the while being unable to specﬁfy exactly which
similarities among the games are'reléyéﬁt to their being games.
We may pose the quesiion of what these similarities are, and
comparison among members of the two_sorted groups may help us
answer it., If it is the case that after comparison we are
able to specify relevant similarities, there is no philosophi-
cal difficulty in arguing that we did the initial sorting on
the;basis’:f the relevant siﬁilarities we were able to speci-
fy only after comparing what we had already sorted out. It -
is simply that the initial sorting ;nvolved intuitive ‘recog-
nition of similarities and dissimilarities. Comparing the
initial sortings simplf helped us formulate that intuitive
awareness in so many words as we reflected and attempted ‘to

spe;ifj'similarities.~

In contrast to this sort of procedure the initial sorting \j
A

of feudal and non-feudal communities could not be done on the
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basis merely of the historian's intuitive grasp of similarity

and dissimilarity. This is so because the historian does not

and cannot directly perceive, confront and participate in the

life of the historical communltles to be sorted in the way

that we do and can experience the activities we intuitively

- cla;%ify as games and non-cames. The communities and societies

the historian is sorting out are dead and gone. All that re-

mains of them gre bits of evidence which must be interpreted.

He must syst;§Ztical¥y sift documents and weigh various of

them against each otger in order to isolate and identify com-,

munities to be classified‘and to reconstruct what they were

like. What ig called for are deliberate procedures for nhan-

dling evidence in which he is as fully aware as possible of

the sorts of tnings he is'looking for-- of the classificatory

criteria he is empls iné. Intditive recognition of similari-

ties hardly makes sense as a basis for the historian's initial

sorting of féuda; and non-feudal societies.
What remains ao a possible criterion for sorting out some-xL

.feudal communities from some non-feudal ‘ores it that of family

membership. That some societies have 'family connections!

with the logically privileged paradigm can be established by

such historical facts as conquest. Norman England was the

product oF conquest and reorganlzatlon by men coming from one

of the continental communitfies constituting the logically

privileged paradigm of_feudalis%;— namely, the Duchy of Nor-

mandy. It was a direct offspring of the paradigm, so to speak.

-,
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Other historical faEts establish the family membership of
Burgqundy, for example, on the basis of its'havfﬁg the same
immediate parentage as the paradigm. Although Burgundy was .
situated a little more toward the peripnery of the former
Carolin?ianﬁsmpire than the heartland of Northern France, one
knows from the administrative record of the Empire-- i;e.,
from recorded edicts, etc.-- that it was subject to the same
'Eolitical and judicial reorganizational efforts as Northern
France. This was in contrast to even more peripheral areas
which as later additions to\the Empire received‘leSs'attenJ
tion or which were treated as special cases.64 Their family
connections might therefore be a'little less élear. As op-—-
posed to Norman England, éurgundy and the principalities of
Northern France one might donsider cases like Almoravid Spain,
12th century Scandinavié or 12th century Russia, which clearly
had no direct Carolingian faﬁily connections to the paradigm
and probably no Roman-Teutonic connections at all. The com-
parison of these family aﬁd non-family members gives one a
basis to begin justifying what are to count as similarities
to the paradigm relevént to an historical community's being
considered feudal. -

To recapitulate the complexities of the definitional
problem covered so far: Any attempt to classify a community
like pre-Conquest England as feudal or non~feudal on the basis

of relevant similarity and dissimilarity to the logically priv-

ileged paradigm presupposes a justification of what the

+
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historian counts as relevant. In other werds, it presupposés
a justification of his definition of 'feudalism'. Historians.
justify their definitions at least in part by comparison of
_ feudal to non-feudal communities. A non-circular way of mak-
ing such a comparison would be to compare some communities
. b

Qhose family connectioqs to the paradigm of feudalism could
be established with some communities whose lack of family
connections could be clearly established. That comparison
would serve to justify one's définition, which would then be
used to help declde further difficult cases like Anglo-Saxon
England whose family connections are unclear or not decisive.

Now given ;his procedure for justifying the definitioen,
claséifying a difficult case as an instance of feudalism on
the basis of rglevant similarity to the paradigm implies a
commitment to the existence also of certain family connections
between it and other fgudal communities. Since the question
of what counts as relevant similarity to the paradigm could
be asked and answered in a non-circular fashion only by first
raising and ans;ering the question of family membership, the
subsequent application of the criterion of relevant similarity
will be interwoven with the application of the criterion of
family membership. The first criterion cannot be applied in
a manner logically inde?endent of the second. Thus where
the exact historical connections between the ' difficult case -

and the paradigm are unclear or uncertain, the discovery of

relevant similarity between the two implies that one has some
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grounds fo: ag}f%ming that some such family connections exist.
And where éhe weigﬁt of historical evidence establishes that
some community had no connections to post-Carolingian France
through common origins, the question just does not arise of
similarities between the two relevant to the former's being
feudal. .This is so no mattef what other similaritiez/may be

centered

noted. . Membership in the historical family or-syst
j\the Rhine

around post-Carolingian Europe between the Loire an
is a precondition of there being ;imilarities relevant to being

feudal.

2.4.2.3 Historical Family Resemblances

The way in thch the second follower of Montesquieu must
treat the two crite;ig for thé descriptive application of 'feu-
dalism®' as being logically intertwined }eads me to say that he

“;/ppplies it on the basis of family resemblances among the in-

' stances to which he applies it. To be more technical and more
precise, I would say he applies it on the basis of-historical
family resemblances. Individuals, roles, institutions, prac-
tices and whole communities are characterized as feudal in or-
der to mark certaln similarities relevant to their belonging
to a particular family or network of communities and societies
sharing common historical origins and influences.

Wittgenétein used the notion of 'family resemblance' to
characterize the way various games are related to eéch othef
as opﬁosed to aétivities which clearly are not games.65 He

said that games have no one feature or set of features in
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common shared by all games by virtue of which they all count
as gaﬁes. Instead, he says, 1t is the case that.there is a

set of overlapping similarities among the various games. Only
..5 .

someuggmes will have a feature like competition such that there
are‘;inners and losers. Only some of this first lot will have
a second feature, like being played on a board,;as-*ell while
some non-competitive games will also berplayed on boards. And
s0 }t will go through a set of features which come to mind

L

when one thinks of games and which we consider significant and

<

relevant when classifying an activity as a game or not; Jhat
two or more games have one 6{ the_feétures in common-is.said
fo be analégous to their beariné family resemblances to each
other. The set of oveflapping similaritie$, no one of which
is shared by all games, is like-a set of family‘resemblances.
I do nof speculate as to whetﬁef;this analysis of how
the word 'game' and the aschiéFed conéépt:functiéh-is CcOor-
recf or not. In either case, hbwéyer, his Calling:the set of
allegedly overlapping features ;family resemblances™ is mis-
leading bécause his account of games makes-nafméntion of the
most important aspect of any family resembianéé-; namely, the
grouping of individuals by genetic connection;. éy 'genétié
connections' I mean connections to and through individuals
playing a predominant role in one's genesis ;nd development.
These individuals would include those who procreate, nurture
and raise one and those'along with whom one ig'procreated,

nurtured and raised. The connections among such family members
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"could be based on bioiogically genetic connections or on mar-
riage, adoption, etc. A true family resemblance is a resem-
blance among members of the same family. It is not clear that
games are all activities with genetic connections analogous to
.. those of families.- It is not clear, for example, that football
and patiencerhave any genetic connections-- for instance, that
they are both modifications of the same ancient game or that
they were both developed by the same people. And Wittgenstein
never argués for thelr having common origins.
Contrasté?ﬁttgenstein's'notion of family resemblances as
merely overlapping similarities with our ordinary notion of
family resemblance. It is true, for example, that not all mem=-
bers of the Wehrell family have the ﬁehrell chin. Some members
have it, and some of those who do share other family traits
with many members of the .-family who dé'not have it. But the
question of whether or not an individual has the Wehrell chin
a;isés'only for indiv?duals whp are known to have or are sus-
ﬁé&ted of having biologically genetic connections to central
members of ghe family. Both my mother and my mother-in-law,
who afe experts in piﬁpointing family resemblances would never
discover the Wehrell chin on the person M. Claude Ryan, no mat-
ter how much his chin might happen to resemble mine in certain
respects. This is to say that from what is known about our. _
respective parentages one.may safely conclude that there are
no genetic connections between us. The quest;on of a resem-

blance between us with respect to the Wehrell chin could never



. arise. With regard to other family resemblances such“ag the
Wehrell temper,.merely biclogically genetic connections play
less of a role; other genetic connections, other family rela—
tionships invol&ing nurture aﬁd learning become more important.
In all cases discovering family resemblances presupposes one
is discovering similarities among individuals with some family
connections.

One.might say that our ordinary notion of family resem-
blance makes use of family or genetic connections to establish
a goundary to the family and what can count as family resem-
blances. When Wittgenstein discusses the family of games,
he denies that there is any such boundary-- at least for this

family.66 He says t?at for a special purpose one can draw a

boundary between what counts as a game and what does not, but

one cannot give such a boundary. We can only.point to a par-

ticular game and say that this activity and similar ones are

*_\ games. The respects in which an activity must-be similar to this one

‘“\\\to qualify as a game areleft open and indefinite. The implica-
nklon is that whgn one does attempt to draw the boundary for
a special pﬁ?pose, it is an arbitrary boundary. There is né
fact about games to which one can appeal to Justﬁfv one's call-
ing X a géme qnd withholding the label from Y. One can only
appeal teo one:s purpose served by the labeling. For example,
1f one wants to ban activity X on the Sabbath and allow_activi—

ty Y, and i¥ there is general agreement that games should be

banned on the'Sabbath, this might justify one's calling X a
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game and not Y.67 .
Given the absencé of family connections in his account of
overlépping similarities, Wittgenstein is right to deny the ex-'
istence of family bounaariés. Pinbali is similar to handball,
juggling and baseball in that all of them use balls. The last
is similar, to the hunting of harp seal pups in that both in;‘
_volve the use of’a club (called a bat in baseball). This in
turn is simiiar to some surgery and hand-to-hand c&dmbat in that
one can get a bit bloody in the colirse of all three activiéies.
/f\\\ilst of overlapping similarities could probably be extended
\On and on, and the list of activities. that could be 1ncluded
in the family of games on the basis of the overlapplng similari-
ties could probably be extended to include almost any activity.-
Any boundary between gamés and non-games must be.drawn arbi-
trarily unless there is some way of justifiying the selection
of only some overlapping simila%ities as beingirelevant to be-
ing a game or as being significant when;comparing games to each

other and to non-games. There must be some criterion for, or
some way of, distinguishing family resemblanées from irrelevaﬁz
overlapping similarities and.differences. ' %)

Qur ordinary notion of}family resemiblance uses the notion.
of family or genetic connections to help provide some boundary f‘
(some-definition) to the family and to what counts as a family
resemblance for a gi#en family. The boundary is far }fom én

exact or precise one because family or genetic connections in-

‘clude a cluster of pessible connections ranging from blood to
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-tween feudal communities and .among parts or aspects thereof--
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merely reéiding with someone for a prolongea pericd of time.68

But at least phere is some boundary to the ordinary familyzin
a sense that Wittgenstein denies exists for the family of games.
When one draws a boundary, cne does not do so arbitrarily.

I -suggest that the way the 'second follower of Montesquieu

Employs 'feudal' is a lot’'like the way our ordinary notion of

family resemblance works. The similarities he looks for be-

i.e., the similarities relevant to their being memsers or parts
of the family of feudal prinicipalities and communities-~ are =
family resemﬁlances. They are similarities whose relevance to
being feudalris established only in fhe context of establishing
historical«family.or genetic connections among the hiatorical

-

phenomena bearing these similarities. . .

N

The key difference between our ordinary notion of family
s .
resemblance and the historical family resemblances marked by
»

the term *feudal' is the following. Our ordinary everyday

= ’
notion stresses the logical tie of relevant similarity implying
family connection; The tie running in the reverse direction
has less, if any, place in the workings of this notion.™ It
does not seem I am obliged to suppose thattmy son must have
the Wehrell chin or the Wehrell temper or any other family re-
semblance. Biologically génetic connections can make for quite
variable ;esults so that his chin may resemble mine in almost

no respects. Even though he is raised by me, it is"quite-con-~

ceivable, though not likely, that he will not develop my temper
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nor any other of my significant‘psychologicél traits and man-
nerisms that mark many members of the Wehrell family. Family
or genetic connections play the major role in deciding who
beiongs-to the Wehrell family-- i.e., in identifying persons
as‘family members. Family reseﬁblance seems to play little
role in this. Ordinary family resemblances are important |
mainly as a topic of conversation among parents and grandpar-
ents. On the other hand, as has already been érgued, histori-
cal family resemblance involves logical ties running in both
directions between relevant similarity and historicai genetic
connection. Historical family resemblance and historical fami-
ly connections have roles of egual importance in marking the
boundaries of the family of feudalprincipa;ities and_communi—‘
t;es. Employing each as a criterion of family membership pre-~
supposes employing the other at tﬁe same time. The two cri-
teria are complementary and inseparable. All this has already
been discussed. | ’{
What musit be noted in addition about the logic of 'feudal-

ism' in order to draw out a key analogy between this histori-
cal family resemblance and our ordinary everyday notion is tﬂe
following. The feudal communities and principalities that
commonly get cited as members of the feudal network of;syétem

f Medieval Europe from Navarre and Aragon to Lombardy and the
Two Sicilies, from Norman England to Saxony and Bohemia, dis—.
plgy a set of overlapping significant resemblances. The set

of features said to be relevant to a community's or an
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institutioh3s being feudal is hot_necessarily a set shared
by all family members .in common, or at least it seems open
to guestion wheth%r any given feature of the set is shared
by all in common even if somé are found to be common.
Historians of Medieval Europe may aim to discover fea-
tures common to all feudal states, and some may beliéve them-
selves to have actually done so, but even these.are all the
while as impfessed by the divérsity'émong the many instances
of feudalism as Wittéehstein was by the diversity among games.69
They often employ such gualifications as "fully developed
feudalismﬁ to characterize the politiééf—social arrangements
of the logically privileged paradigm-- the post-Carolingian
principalities between the Loire and the Rhine—— while ad-
mitting that their description or -definition of feudalism fits
such outlying members of the family as Aragori-or Lombaréy
"only roughly".?o Ganshof remarks that the feudalism of
Christian Spain, except for Barcelona, was "a -thing apart" dif-
fering in many important respects from feudalism north of the
Pyrennes. Parts of the south of France are said to have had "less
developed feudal relations."71,dBark claims that "no single
system can be discovered in theformécﬁ soclety and govern-
ment prevailing" in the areas commonly cited as having feudal
communities. There was-"much feudalism but no feudal system."”
In saving this he seems to mean that no common set-of‘fea-‘

tures is to be found in all these cases.



Consider homage and personal militafy service as examples
of overlapping similarities relevant to being an instance of
feudalism. Many historians have argued that having a fief
and beiné‘ vassal involved performance of an act of homage
to one's lord and héving various obligations of military'ser—
vice to him. Insofar as the fief and vassalage are essential
features of feudalism, then, it would seem, hOmage and mili-
tary service among vassals must be features common to feudal
communities. But this is not so and is readily adm’tted by
. historians who cite thege features as relevant to a community's
being feudél or not.?3 In Itaiy and northern Spain the vassal
took an oath of fealty but did no homage to his lord.'d
In southwestern France many important fiefs were to be found
vhere the vassal was obliged to pay only a periodic sum of
.money to his lord and was not obliged.to perform personal mili-
tary service.75 Hom age was ‘a central feature ofbvassalage
and therefore of feudalism in Norman England and in Flanders.
It marks a releqisf similarity between these two feudal Eom—
munities, but it’'ls not a feature sﬁared by Lombardy. However,
Lomba;dy does have other featufes,likethe vassal's oath .of
fealty, in common with Flanders and Norman England. Many of
the important relevant similarities at least are only'overlap—
ping and not shared by all.

Thus the second follower of Montescuieu could argue that

tfeudalism' is the name of a unique family of historical phe-

nomena--~ a family that occurred only once in hiétory. It was
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a family of historical communities and of their institutions
and other component parts. The mémbe;s:of the family have
various historical—genétic conne;tibgs to the ‘central family
member ér members-- i.e., post—Carolingian Europe between the
Loire and the Rhine—— and to its or their immediate forebears.
They also bear certain simila;ities to the central family
figure relevant to their being'instances of feudalism. It is
the logically privileéed paradigm of feudalism,” and it is on
the basis of their being 'similar to it as well as on the basis
of their historical~genetic connections to it that they count
as memﬁe:s of the family. Insofar as they have genetic con-~
nections ;nd similarities to it, they will also have similari-
ties to each other. These may be overlapping in nature on the
o r of family reseﬁblances. The family members may be more
or lgss distantly related to each other and to the central
paradigm both in_degree of 'similarity and closeness of family
connection. There are the more and the less fully developed
cases of feudalism, but to qualify as a case of feudalism at
all is to qualify as a member of this‘one particular family
of communities and principalities with some sort of histori-
cal éonnections to the logically'privileged paradigm and to

.other family members.

2.5 A Spectfum of Historiographically‘bescriptive Terms

I have shown that one descriptive term the historian em-

ploys is used in a way that singles out one historical phenomenon

[}



for a unique status with respect to descriptive application
of the term. I have shown how £he phenomenon is singled out
as the logically privileged paradigm.of the term's descrip-
 ti#é-abplication when historians attempt to formulate the
meaning of the term and to resolve problems with its defi-
nitibn; - The way'hisﬁorians treat 'feudalism' to some extent

//accords wiﬁh the implications I drew from Herder's claims
about historical unigueness at the descriptive level. The
next question that might be raised is the extent to which

. historians treat other key descriptiﬁe terms in a similar

manneq_with definitional problems centered about a logically

' privileged paradigm. How mény other descriptive terms func-
tion like 'feudalism' either on the basis of merely relevant
similarity to the paradigm as the follower of Voltaire-would
have it or on the basis of both relevant similarity and his-
torical family connection as the second follower of Montesquieu
would have 1t?

I think that a list of such terms would prove to be quite
extensive, but I do not propose to go to the trouble of sup-
plying one and then of having to justify every entry individu-
ally. Instead I propose a brief survey of disparate types of
of descriptive terms that nevertheless are all applied de-
scriptively by the historian with reference to some logically
privileged paradigm. The extent of the disparity among the
types on this spectrum should convey some i&earof the appli-

cability of the descriptive uniqueness thesis.

4
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2.5.1 Proper Adjectives: The Lower End of the Spectrum

One can start at one end of a'spectrum of types with
proper adjectives like 'EIizabethan}. In one sense their
definition is not problematic. One will find little, if any,
wrangling in the literature abou£ what 'Elizabethan' means.
The definition frém Webster's Dictionary seems adequate:

"of, relating to, or characteristic of . Elizabeth I of
England or her age." However, closer consideration shows that
this definition‘may well be inadequate, especially for certain
éescriptive uses of the term,

If one says of a chaif that it 1is Elizabetgéq, one may
only be saying that it was manufactured and used at a certain

o~

tize by members of a certain historical-community——_namely,
' Elizabethan Engiané. In other words, one is speaking about
and tracing the genesisiand history of the chair without want-
ing to commit oneself to any description or charadterization
of its features. The first part of the definition-- "of, re-
lating to"-- captures thils sense in which 'Elizabethan' is
often applied. To say that something is Elizabethan in this
sense.is to point out certain hist&?ical connections it hadﬂ
to a particular community in a.way analogous to the way the
second follower of Montesquieu would want to say that calling

a given law feudal points out its having certain historical
connections to barticular historical communities.

The problem is that the term is also at times applied

e
in order to characterize the features of chairs, costumes,
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manners, dramas, etc.: And what features count aé characteris-
tic of Elizabeth I and/or of the historical community defined
with reference to her? If one describes a particular costume
as typically ﬁlizabethan, what exactly has one sald?  What
counts as‘typically Elizabethan?

The answer to this last question of course could never
be summarizeé in a nice neat formula. If it could be given
at all, it would haﬁe to take the form of a long‘hiétoriographi—
cal work on thé clothes, manners, art, etc. of-the English of
the appropriate period. tElizabethan' as a descriptive adjec-
tive can bé used‘to characterize a vast range of sorts of
things from drama to naval tactics, ind itgs descriptive func-
tion is not such as to imply that there®is some specifiable

set of -characterisitics which Marlowe's Doctor Faustus has in

*—

common. with the naval tactics Hawkins used against the Armada
by virtue of.which both are called Elizabethan, as opposed to
Victorian ésq example. It is not even clear that there is a
get of ove?i%pping similarities or family resemblances rele-
vant to cla/sfsifying the two as Elizabethan along with certain
styles of dress, certain manners, etc. Indeed,-there seems

to be no obvious connection among these disparate phencmena
except their setting in and/ortneir historical connection to the
England of ‘Elizabeth,I. Given the impracticality of saying
énythind more,qzxezéifinition merely makes reference-~— an ir=
;gﬁlaceable reference-— to that setting in which the phenomena

were to be' found or from which they came.
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.On_the other hand, sometimes the descfiptive use of the
term in particular historiographical contexts is such as to
timply' certain characteristics. For example, gualifying a
particular man's costume as Elizabethan 'implies'.among other
things that it emphasiz;a‘neck ruffsAapd was fantastical in ap~
pearance.76 However, what the descr;ptiﬁe use does 'imply' in
_any given instance is a function of thé historiographical re—
search and one's acquaintance with it. That research is open
ended in the sense that further evidence may show our present
views to-'be inaccurate and reguire revision. We may have mis-—
interpreted the evidence concerning styles of dress at that
time. And so it would be for any aspect of the Elizabethan
era from naval tactics to drama.‘ As applied to a phenomenon
‘of a specified sorg.the characteriétics 'implied' by 'Eliza-
bethan' would involve empirical generalization about what was
typical or usual or normal in the dreéss, drama, naval tactics, .
etc. of the period. The sum total of what it descriptively
'*implied' in its various descriptive applications would change
constantly with each advance in historiographical research.

Thus 1f one were to argue that the various de;:?Tﬁffve
characteristfcs suggested or 'implied' by it in its various
applications to a gréat variety of sorts of phenomena were
all ﬁart of its meaning and that they should all be specified
in an adequate definition formulating its meaning, then the
Féfinition would be problematic not only with respect to its

L4

interminable length but also with respect to the open ended
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possibility of' its constant revision. The.dictignary defi-
nition specifies the fixed point around which the‘opén.ended
}evision in meaning and descriptive application wéuia.cehter.
It.specifies the historical community which is the loéicaily
. privileged paradigm of the term's~applicatioﬁ..

In this respect }Elizabethan' resembles 'feudal' and 'feu-
dalism, but there is also an important difference which can be
brought out by comparing their dictionary definitions. Web-
ster's Dictionary says that feudalism is

the system of political organization prevailing
in Europe from the ninth to about the fifteenth
century having as its basis the relation of lord
to vassal with all land held in fee and as chief

characteristics homage, the service of tenants
under arms and in court, wardship and forfeiture.

This definition is far from hisforiqgraphically authoritative.
Most modern scholars would dispute the cﬁronological limits
cited in spec1fv1ng the logically pr1v1leged paradlgm.77 Some
would dispute the clalm that feudalism was . a pollt cal system
or the 1mp11catlon that it was primarily or;merely pelitical.

Some might challenge wardship as being an iﬁstiﬁution ggsential
to it. ° But the point is that almost all historians, like
the dlctlonary, feel it necessary and possible to give a defl—
nitional formula that goes beyond merely specifying the logi-
cally priuﬁleged paradigm. Some even go so far as ﬁqt to men-
tion the paradiém élthough their practice shows theyl§r63u§pose

it in the way they refer to it when going on to furfher expli~

cation of terms in the definienso® In other words, ‘géfinitions



of 'feudalism' actually attempt to specify what isicharacter;

istic of feudalism instead of simply using the bald definitional

form- ‘characteristic of hlstorlcal community h'.

In’ specifying what is characterlstlc of it they almost all
mention the fief or what they conceive to Dbe characterlstlc of
that property relation, and they mention lordship and/or vas-—
salage or what they conceive to be characteristic of the re-
~lationship between lord and vassal. Of course there is dis-
agreement about exactly what a fief is, about what is 1nvclved
in the 1ord-vassal relationship, about how the fief and vassal-
age tie together, and about what else be51des these institutions
should be mentioned in specifying the charécterist}cs of feu-
dalism. But there is the sense that at least there is a start-
ing peoint for specifving what is characteristic of feudalism.
One does not get that sense with 'Elizabethan'; .Does one be-
gin with characteristics of Elizabethan dress or with‘Hawkéns'
naval tactics? )

'Eeudé%'sm', then, might be seen as lying halfway along
a spectrumicontainiﬁg many histo;iogrfphically important de-
scriptive t;}ms. At one end 1ie$ tglizabethan'~- a term a
1ittle bit like a general term dut only insofar as it is ap-
plicéble in principle to an indefinite numbér of particulars
and not like one insofar as its Qefihition can be formulated
PnIQ be specifying one particuiar aswé logically privileged
paraﬁigm of its application without speéifying any character-

istics that might be involved in being Elizabethan. 1In the



) 127

middle of the spectrum one finds 'feudalism', which acts
more like a general term with respect"to its defigition
insofar as there seems to be a definite specifiable princi-
ple of groupiﬁg according to which all_thef ﬁarticulars quali-
fied as feudal are so gualified. There seemstOIxaaépeqi;
fiable list of the characteristics relevant to something's
being feudal. Howevér, the sﬁecification of those charac-
jigristics remains historiographically contr?versial, and
Kthe definition étill requires reference to a, pEivileged

paradigm around which the empirical controversy centers, One

finds many of the stylistic classifications of art and archi-

tecture, like 'Romanesque' and 'rococo', exhibiting the same

behavior. They too lie in the middle of the spectrum.

2.5.2 Apparently General Terms: The Upper End of the Spectrum

At the_,other end of the spectrum lie those terms which
have all the appearance of being nothing other than general
terms. The dictionary defines them without reference to any
particular, but the practicing historian finds it incredibly’
difficult to define them in a way that covers all the impor-
tant instances which seem to demand their application for ade-
guate andé accurate description. Indeed, the cases to which
they are ctstomarily applied may upoh close examination bé
found to.have significant and relevant.dissimilarities.g1 Here

_one comes up ‘against-such notorious cases as 'democracy'. It

seems one ought'to be able to apply the label consistently in
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the same sense to'whateyer historical context is under consider-
ation., But a little historical reéearch shows, as Fustel de
Coulanges pointed 6ut after his investigations of ancient

Greek and Latin city—stétes, "that the democracf of one period
did-ﬁot resemble that of another™ and that one might "draw the
inference that two very different parties or classes might be

82 The result is

concealed from me under the identical tag.™
'ﬁhat definitional problems arise involving questions about
“how the term should be employed and about possibly different .
senses in which it is employed and about distinctions between
the&. - *

\‘ Fustel's n?;ration of his experience of puzzlement with
the applitation;of two associated general terms—- 'liberty’
and ‘'dermocracy'-— illustrates what is involved,in such prob-

83

lems. He savs: Given the claim that the Athenian citizen

enjoyed civil liberfy, it then strikes one as odd when in fur-
ther descriptions of the citizen's rights and obligations

one learns that he

was neither master of his fortune which he had to
be ready to sacrifice unconditionally as soon as
the let had designated him to supply a ship by
himself or support a choir in the theatre..., nor
of his speech or beliefs, since he could at any
moment be arraigned in court on the charge of
disloyalty to the state.... I began to wonder

where ¥Fs that liberty I had heard spoken of so
often. 54 > '

One could elaborate on this example by considering as well the
feeling of confusion experienced by the present day student

who reads the description'of'Periclean Athens as a democracy

-
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coupledrﬁith tﬁe description of the people as being a small
percentage of the total population'systematicélly excludiné
its many slaves and women a:nd with adescri‘btion of the cfn\}:i—
zenry who ;ctuallyrformally exercised their right to pak%ici-
pate in government as being‘gn urbanized subclass of the
people.85

.Fustel does not seem to bé sugéesting that the problem
here is one of an initial descriptive claim being falsified

by addiéional newly established factual claims—-- at least, he

- does not explicitly state that to be the problem. That is to

say, it is not’'a matter of refuting the claims that Athens
) .

was a demeocracy in which citizens'enjoyed political liberty
and of showing that it was not by:discovering fuf;her facts
(i.e., about who counéed as the Athenian people ‘and about )
what their exact obligations were) that contradict the initial
claiﬁ. Nor, according to Fustel, is it primarilv a matter of
seeking new evidence or—neﬁ documents that will authgﬁticate
one as opposéd to géhe other of the apparf_;n'tly’: conflicting,

contradictoryg puzzling desériptions. Rather it seems in his

view_to be a definitional problem concerning the descriptive

terms involved. Our familiar-understandiﬁg of-'libefty:'and
'democracyf—- i.e., thelway wé could nofmally define these.
;erms and would descriptively apply them tq'current pelitical
pheqomena—— is somehow.not suitable when 1t comes té'their de-

scriptive application tq\ancient:timés. .

-
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The reason why this is;sd; according to Fustel, is that

the past is not like the pres;nt. Ancient institutions weré
! : T

- very différent from modern ones. The way of life and ways of
thinking followedg by the anc1ent Greeks were very dlfferent
from our own. .Their belie+s were different. < Accordln;.to
him, we are unable to understand their institutions if we seek
to study them as abstractions independently of a consideration

of their beliefs and state of mind from which those instity-

tions arose.86

EThe connéctions between these reasons (i.e., these .stated
premfges) and the conclusion about tﬁé applicability of certain
descriptive terms is far from clear. If it .is thg case that
there are great differences between Athenian political insti-
tu£ions and those institutions of ours which we call democratic,
difference;\ﬁith respe;t. to what we moderns hold to be
essential to a modern goverrnment's being labeled 'democratic?’,
-then why not szﬂply regard the clalm about Athenian democracy
a5 & disconfirmed hypothesis? Ope could still apply the term
to Athens deScriptively\bup in a negative construction. One
could say that in view of tﬁe differences between mode:ﬁ demo-
cratic governments and the government of ancign; Athens, the
latter is not to be considered a democracy. One might then
go on to coin a new descrlptlve label for the type of-polltl—

cal 1nst1tutlons it did have if they did not possess all the

features of any type for which one currently has labels.

s
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torian. The reason, which Fustel does not go into and which

. 4
This sort of move, however, seems foreclosed to the his-

must await the next chapter for fuller exploration, is that
the Athenians understood and believed themselves tofbe a_demo-
cracy. '"To assert this is not merely.to beg the quegtion. It
is to sa& (1) that they called themselvés a democracy and

{(2) that they distinguished their form of government from non-
. ratic or.undemoc}atic forms liﬁe tyranny and despotism.
Actually they coined the etymologicai ancestor of our term
'democrédy', as well as the ancestors of 'ﬁyranny'i 'afistocra—
cy' and 'despotism?', %id ;pplied them to themselves. And in-
terwoven with and parallel to the etymological derivation is

a political tradition ig which modern democrati; institutions
and beliefs constitute a recognizable development of the anci-

ent Greek ones.

The Athenians distinguished thelr political institutions
from the undemocraﬁic not merely in descfibing them but through
_politiéal action:as well. They condemned and tried to foii
moves tney perceived as leading to recognizably undemocratic
forms of governﬁent. There was, for example, the revolt against
the Thirty, who were installed in office by the victorious
Spartans and not by the Atnenian people themselves. It is
true that t;; other types of government—-— e.g;, tyranny and
despotism-- from which they distinguished the-Athénian demo-

cracy may have been significantly different from what we un-

derstand by the corresponding terms tdday. That 1is to say,
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it may be true that they drew their political distinctions
along somewhat different lines than we do today. Neverthe-
less, the way they drew the distinctions in theory and in prac-
tice served as a model to subsequent people falling into the
democratic,politicalItradition right up to ﬁodern times. In
the face of these facts the historian seems compelled to re-
specé the Athenian's own label for their form of government
even if its descriptive content and definitioﬁ thereby becomes
problematic. A claim that Athens was not a democracy would
seem to be a gross descriptive inaccuracy.

Since that approach is not open to the historian, he is
forced to treat 'democracy' as having several senses each of
which is applicable without inaccuracy only within a ;pécified'
historical context (i.e., to a sﬁecified historical community
atﬁa speéified period) within which other sénses are not ép;
plicable. The varioussensesof the word will not Pe entirely
unrelated. Perhaps in all senses of the word democratic in-
stitution; ;nvo%ve popular self-rule. The dictﬁonary defi-
nition may capiture this much, but what counts ;S the people
and what counts as ruling oneself may vary significantly in
various historical contexts. By detailing the fécts of Atheni-
an'poiitical l1ife the historian makes clear who counted as the
people and what.form ruling of governing oneself took in that
historicgi community. In so éoing he makes clear the sense

in which 'democracy' is applicable to ancient Greece~- i.e.,

the sense in which 1t is accurate to describe Periclean Athens
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as a democracy and ancient Syracuse as a non=-democracy. And

in clarifving this sense he is perfqrming a task akin to defi-

nition. Definitign and the descriptive application of & term

~
-

are again found to be interwoven.
The ultimate poinX of Fustel's discussion seems to be:

The historian uses or sghould use some apparently general terms

the descriptive content of which is problematic,and.thehistorian
must.reﬂéin aware of this.87 He calls Athens a democracy 1in
which citizens -enjoved political liberty while realizing that
the terms dé not apply to it in_the same way they do to ngern
_‘Canada. He keeps in mind that in'terﬁing Athens a demdcracy
_ he is jspeaking of Athenian democracy. And in so doing he 1is
not speaking merely of an instance of a subclass of democracies
different from the subclass into which modern.democracies fall.
Té'do tbat he would‘need a clear idea of what counts in gen-—
eral as falling into the large class denoted by tdemocracv'
such that he can then concelve of possible further.sets of
contrary characteristics different democracieswﬁould possess
which would differentiate them into significant‘subclasées.
But the historian does not have a clear idea of what counts
in genefal as a democracy becaﬁse of.difficulties in pinpoint-—
ing what count in general as the people and as self-rule.

The historian of Ancient Greece, then, treats 'democracy'
as definitionally problematic insofar as its general. descrip-
tive content is regarded as unclear. The problem of fixing

exact meaning is solved historiographically not so much by
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trying to fix a precise general definition of the word (that
approach is left for the polit%cal scientist and perhaps the
political philosopher) as by discussing and describing parti-
cular cases from his subject matter-- e.g., Athenlian democracy.
The case is discussed not with a view to isolating features
that can Se found in any dehocracy but rather with a Qiew to
isolating the essential features of Athenian democracy and
thereby to fixing the sense in which the many At;enian politi-
cal institutions, laws, and practices were dechratic. Histori-
ographical experience leads the historian to regard the former
as a fruitless procedure. The problem of vagueness in the
meaning of the-general term is circumvented by being historio-
graphically precise about its use in one sense-- i.e., about its
‘application to one particular case-- and this‘precision'is a
function of the descriptive detail of his reported findings
concerning this case.

This seems to be the point Geyl quite rightly makes in
objecting to Romein's complaints about the vagueness of some
key historiographical ;ocabulary like 'democracy'.88 Romein
seems. to have in mind the fact that the historian is rarely,
if ever, éble to offer a satisfactory definition that covers
his use in applving it to Athens as well as his use in applying
it to Canada. Gevy!l replies that Romein has misconceived the
whole problem. He seems to concede Romein's charge of vague-

ness in some conceptions (or terms), but he argues that they

pecome exact in their "concretization™, to use Geyl's word.



"The notion of 'monarchy! is vague. But in'a history of

Louls XIV we must get a clear picture of what monarchy was

under him.“89

The implicatioh of the reply is that sucH terms do not
need a precise definition prior to and independent of their
descriptive use in a particular historiographical work in
orde; to be historiographically servicea}:le.l The work in
which it is used itself makes clear the sense in which it.is

to be meaningfully'applied in that historical context-- not

in general. A grasp of the concrete details of the subject
narrated or described in the work gives one a grasp of the
sense in which the term i1s applicable. To object that the
historian does not use such terms in accordance with a gen-
eral principle of grouping or that hé does ﬁot formulate such
general principles is to miss the point of historiographical
procedure and to misconstrue the nature of historiography.

It is, I would say, to miss the way that definiﬁional and
descriptive problems. are interwoven with each other in his-
toriography such that solving the problems of accurate deécrip—
tion of concrete detail at the same time entéils the solution
of many of the historian's definitional problems.'

Now the conneCtion between definitional and descriptive
problems is not the only resemblance between the historian's
treatment of 'feudalism' and his treatment of-abparently gen-—
eral terms like 'demogracy'. The way the latter are applied

also seems to involve the use of logically privileged paradigms,
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only in a somewhat disguised form. I make this point by draw-
ing on a point made in the aiscussion of Athenian democracy.

I remarked earlier that the move o

redescribing Athenian po~
litical institutions as undemocratic \and of coining some new
term to describe them seem foreclosed \to the historian even in

the face of additional puzzling facts about those institutions

that seemed difficult to reconcile wiéh their allegedly demo-
cratic character. Athens is thereby in [fact treated as a para-
digm case of demoéracy and as a logica l} privileged péradigm
case of that senseof 'democracy' that is applicable to the anci-
ent Hellenic world. Additional discoveries about Athenian po-
litical life may cause us to revise our views abput the sense
of 'democracy' applicable to the ancient world, but not to re-
vise the c¢laim that Athens was a democrécy. Simil;r remarks
m;ght be made about Louis XIV's being a monarch.

The probiem with 'demogracy’' is that there may be hany
paradigms from many different hisforical contexts. This is
especially true for democracy ‘because of itq}currehcy as a
term of p&litical discourse ;nd because of the political valhes
associated with‘it. Various political movements in the last ‘
two hundred years have identified themselves with the various
possible paradigms in the long tradition of democratic politics
and political theory from Ancient Athens to early 18th century
America to Revolutionary France to Maolst China. Conszder,
for example, the various pafadigms that might be cited by

Cuban Marxists as opposed to American liberals. Should one
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want to construct or to make out a single central or general
sensé of 'democracy' around a central logically privileged para-
digm, one would be forced to choose from among many candidates
for the pest of thé logiéally privileged paradigm. To do so
would be to risk having to declare some other candidates not
to be instances of democracy at all where they seemed to differ
from the logically privileged paradigm in many relevant re-
spects. 1Indeed, this may be what some political theorists do.
But for the historian to do this would be to undermine whatever
utility the word has for hiﬁhbecause he cannot count upon other
historians with differing paradigms being willing to - risk .the
possibility of their candidates being labeléd non—stafters
should they accept his candidate for the logically priviléged
post. There simply is no general agreement as to which para-
digm shouldcgé\treated aﬁdlogically privileged.

The historiographical solution is to ignore, the. problem
of which paradigm to choose as logicallyjétivileged with{fs—
spect to a ceritral or general sense of ‘democracy’ just-agﬂit
ignores the whole issue of precisely formulating a generai
meaning of the word, according to Gevl. Instead, where there
is historical evidence that historical agents regarded them-
selves as falling in the democratic tradition, thé historian
applies the term 'democratic'. His problem is making clear
the sense in which it is applicable in the Ease at hand, and
he does this by investigating and recqynting the historical

details of the beliefs, actions, institutions, etc. of those
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agents. Their f£1§efs, actions, ingtitutions, etc. are treated
as logicélly privileged vis-~3a-vis the sense of democracy appli-
cable to them. They are accorded uniqué status vis-a-vis the
descriptive term in the sense it 'is applicable to them.

Thus that portion of the historian's descriptive terminolo-
gy falling on the spectrum I have outlined; no matter where
it falls on the spectrum, involves tq§ghistorian's according
various historical phenome;a unique status. They are treated
%s incomparable in some respect. In the case of Fustel de
Coulanges' use of 'democfécy'ithe politicalrsystem of Athens
is treated as a paradigm of a certain type of democracy in
the sense that it iskregarded as incomparable to other politi-
cal systems with respect to its democratic character. Atheni-
an social-political life may be cémpapgdhin_many respects to
that of other states of other ages, a;a many differences -and
similarities might be discoveréd, but ho-sdéh discoveries will
lead to 1ts being asseséed as less democratic than Rewolution-
ary France or 18th century Geneva. Afﬁeds is simply and fully
democratic in its own right in a sense‘of the word properly
applicablelto it although one in pfinciple never learns fully
or finally what that me;ns_in terms of a description of how
the system worked as long as the details of Athenian politi-
cal life are an empirical issue.

Something'like Hé:der's less extrémg view of uniqueness
is thereby vindicated as being implicit in some historiographi-

cal orocedure. This is to say that at least some



historiographically descriptive terms are s¢ defined and at
least some historical phenomena are regarded as descriptively
unique. Ontheotherhand,Hérderneverérgued-—atleaétHOQhere
Ehat I can find-- that all historical phenomena are unique.
He writes mainly about nations, peoples, cultures and some
individuals. He says little if anything about institutions,
events, conditions, eéc. This is not to say thaf one should
rule ocut the possibility that some large scale events like
the French Revolution are bresupposed unique by some historio-
graphical description. The extent of the unigqueness presup-
position would have to be established by extensive analysis

of historiographical descriptive vocabulary and ¢f how his-

torians employ it.
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Notes: lChapter 2
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13.
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16.
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when I speak of defining a term, I do not mean to commit
myself to any technical sense of tdefinition' in accordance
with some philosophical theory of definition. I speak

of definition only in the ordinary sense of a statement

of the meaning of a term or of some other act by which

the meaning of a term is made clear and definite to others.

Romein, Jan, Commissioned by the Age. Romeiﬁ is quoted by
Geyl, Peiter, Encounters in History, New York, 1961, p. 326.

Bloch, Marc, The Historian's Craft, Putnam, Peter, trans.,
vintage Books, 1953, pp. 175-176.
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Ibid, pp. 157-158. Historians are said to use vacillating
and ambiguous language.

Ibid, p. 158, pp. 168-169.

Ibid, pp. 173-174.

Ibid, p. 176.
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Oakeshott, Michael, Experience and Its Modes, Cambridge
University Press, 1933, pp. 120 f.

Ibid, p. 121.

Geyl also seems to espouse this view. See Geyl, loc. cit.
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Hexter, J.H., The History Primer, Basic Books, 1971,
pp. 264-266. . .

ibid, p. 265.

Ibid, p. 264.

I do not explicitly take up this last gquestion in the
main body of the dissertation. If anything I assume
that the answer is yes. See the Appendix to the dis-
sertation for an analysis of the question and an answer
with supporting argument. .
See Bloch, Marc, Feudal Society, vol. 1, Manyon, L.A.,

" trans., University of Chicago Press, 1968, pp. xvi-xviij
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and Cantor, Norman F., Medieval History: The Life and

Death of a Civiligation, MacMillan, 1963, p. 238

, .
Montesquieu, De l'esprit des lois, vol. 2, Editions sociales, -
Paris, 1969, p. 296 (Liv. 320, Ch. I). See also Bloch,
Feudal Society, vol. 2, p. 441.

Bloch, Feudal Society, vol. 2, p. 44l.

My use of the words 'type', 'sort’, tkind', etc. in the
course of -the discussion in this chapter is not to be
taken as prejudicing the .issue of whether tfeudalism'

is a general term or not. There may well be types, sorts’
and kinds of a different sort than those denoted by gen-
eral terms. : :

I do not want to convey the impression that this is a
formally recognized or formally organized school of his-
toriographve.

For example, see Kantorowicz, E.H., vnFraydalism” in the
Byzantine Empire' in Coulbourn, Rushton, ed., Feudalism
in History, Archon Bocks, 1965, p. 152. .

Ganshof, for example, says that feudalism in the strict
sense, the sense in which he uses the word, "was proper

to the states born of the break up of the Carolingian
Empire and the countries influenced by them.” .
Ganshof, F.L., Feudalism, Grierson, Philip, "trans., Harper
and Row, 1964, pp. xvi-xvii. :

Strayer argues that it is only in the poliEical structures
of medieval Western Europe that one finds sharply defined
characteristics that make it possible to distinguish feu-
dalism from other patterns of social organization. He
then concedes that other societies including Japan from
1200 to 1600 had some of these characteristics.

Straver, Joseph, Feudalism, D. Van Nostrand Co., 1965,

p. 12. Mitteis uses 'feudalism' to describe the "unigue
character" of the Franklsh social order resulting from
the synthesis of the Germanic and Roman traditions. In
the same breath he admits to a "wider sense" of the word
applicable. to social orders elsewhere at other times-—-

a sense in which Frankish feudalism was but orie instance
of feudalism. - ' .
Mitteis, Heinrich, The State in the Middle Ages, Orton,
H.F., trans., North Holland Publishing Co., 1975,

Pp. 18-21.

Brown, R. Allen, Origins of English Feudalism, George
Allen and Unwin, Barnes and Noble, 1973, p. 21, p. 81
and p. 84. .
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27.

28.
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For a brief review of the Maitland Versus Round contro-
versy over the issue see Brown, op. cit., pp. 18-20. '
For a longer one see Stephenson, Carl, 'Feudalism and

Its Antecedents in England'y; Medieval Institutions, Cor-

nell University Press, 1967, pp. 234-260 (esD.. pp. 234- e
240).

Brown notes that Round looked for the presence or absence
of military knight service to determine whether pre-Con-
quest England was feudal or not. Brown, op. cit., p. 19.
Brown himself loocks for "the four fundamentals of feudal-

_ism"=- knights, fiefs, vassalic commendation and castles.
*Ibidy p. 33. According to Stephenson, Maitland looked

for the presence or absence of seignorial justice, depen-
dent tenures and military service as an element of land
tenure. Maitland found these and concluded that Anglo-
Saxon England was an instance of feudalism. Stephenson,

‘op. cit., P. 237.

Few historians actuélly call 'feudalism' a general term.

" But Mittels does (Mitteis, op. cit., p. 19), or at least

ne says that it can be used as a general term in one of
its senses. Coulbourn and Strayer say that it denotes

a "general category of institutions". Coulbourn,-Rushton
and Strayer, Joseph, 'The Idea of Feudalism' in Coulbourn,
ed., op. cit., pp. 3-~4. '

Brown, for example, ‘explicitly offers a definition before
oing on to consider the issue of Anglo-Saxon feudalism.
rown, op._cit., p. 32. The definition is offered after

an earller plea for precision with respect to that term.
Ipid, p. 19.

"La féodalité n'est point un événement: c'est une forme
tryés—-ancienné, qui subsiste dans les trois quarts de notre
h&misphere avec des administrations différentes.”
Voltaire, Qeuvres Complétes, tome 29, Moland, Louis, ed.,
Garnier Freres, 1879, p. 91. -

Bloch, Feudal Sociggz, vol. 2, p. 4471.

Cantor, op. cit., p. 240.

A collection of essays by historians seeking and in some
cases claiming to find instances of feudalism historically
unconnected with medieval Western Europe can be found in
Coulbourn, ed., op. cit.

The most apparent exception I find is Coulbourn's sugges-—
tion that Japanese political organization from the nineth
to the nineteenth centuries "serves better as a classic
‘case of feudalism than the Western European case dces.”

- ~
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Coulbourn, Rushton, 'The Origin and Early Development of
Feudalism in Japan and Western Europe' in Coulbourn, ed.,
op. cit., p. 199. '

35. In the face .of a. tradition of controversy over,the defi-
nition of 'feudalism' historians will often adopt such
phrases as "working description" (Herlihy, David, ed., ,
The History of Feudalism, Walker and Co., 1970, p. xix.), "

_ "tentative definition™ (Strayer, op. cit., p. 11}, and :
"provisional description" (Coulbourn and Straver, op. cit.,
P 3) to emphasize the fact that any definition offered
is based on empirical research and is subject to rev151on
in llght of further research and argument.

36. For examples, see the followlng essays cellected in "
Coulbourn, ed., op. ¢it.~-- Reischauer, Edwin, 'Japanese
Feudalism', pp. 28-29 and p. 46; Kantorowicz, E.H.,
*"Feudalism™ in the Byzantine Emplre', p. 157; and

Szeftel, Marc, 'Aspects of Feudallsm in Russian History?',
p. 171 and pp. 2178-179.

37. Bloch, Feudal Society, vol. 2, p. 441. This view is
echoed by Stephenson, -an apparent follower of Montesquieu
"A soclology of feudalism there may be, but only compari-
son with~the original feudalism can rightly determine the
feudal character of some other custom, wherever it may
have existed." Stephenson, Carl, 'The Origin and Signi-
ficance of Feudalism', op. cit., p. 216,

38. Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophical Investigatibns, Anscombe,
G.E.M., trans., MacMillan Companysy 1953, Part I, para. 50.

39. Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, The Metric
Guide, 1976, section’ 606.
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40. I make this as a suggestion and do not argue for it. I
do not wish a great deal to hang on the claim. I simply
follow Hempel who argues that the constituent predicates

. of the general laws of science (which Could count as de-
scriptive predicates when appropriately applied) should .
be such that "a statement of [theiﬁ] meaning does not
require reference to any one particular object or spatio-
temporal area." Hempel, Carl, *'Studies in the Logic of
Explanation', Aspects of Scientific Explanation and
Other Essays in the Philosophy of Science, The Free Press,
1970, p. 268. He adds, however, that it 1s difficult,
in many cases to decide whether a term of the English
language satisfies this condition. He offers examples
which apparently do, like 'soft', 'green' and 'female'.
Presumably he is committed to the position that insofar
as an English term serves as a suitablg~descriptive term
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_of science, ‘it must satisfy this condition. In making

these claims about the.predicates employed in science

he says -he is following Popper's distinction between
universal names (i.e., general terms) and individual .-
names. See Popper, Karl, The Logic of Scientific Dis- '
covery, Harper and Row, 1968, pp. 64-72. . o

For a thumbnail sketch’ of thne way the historian's wviews
about life in Medieval Europe have changed see Sullivan,

' Richard E., 'The Middle Ages in the Western Tradition:

Some Reconsiderations' in Lackner, Bede Karl and Philipy

Kenneth Rovy, Essags on Medieval Civilization, University.
of Texas Preéss, 1 8, pp. b-Y. ‘ .

Bloch's classic, Feudal Society, provides an excellent
example of this approach to defining 'feudalism'. In -~
the preface he says that the term is a label "for some- -
thing he still has to define." (p. xvii) But he pro- Co
vides no definition there. He says his aim is analyze

that society to'which the label was first applied-- namely,
Western and Central Europe from the nineth to the thir-
teenth centuries. It is only after two volumes of analy-
sis at the close of the work that he presents a defini-

- tion as a kind of summing up of the fundamental charac-

teristics of feudalism that have emerged £rom the analysis
of Medieval Europe. The analysis serves as a justifica-
tion of the definition even while employing the term
1feudal'! to describe and to gualify many of the phenomena
mentioned in it.

PoppeE's views concerning methodological essentialism are
discussed in Cnhapter 3 below.

Examples of those explicitly arguing this position include:
Strayér, op. ¢it., PP. 12-13; Adams, G.B., 'Anglo-Saxon
Feudalism',» American Historical Review, VII (1901}, p- 238;
Stephenson, Carl, 'The origin and Significance of Feudal~
ism', op. cit., P 229; and Stephenson, Cari, Medieval
Feudalism, Cornell University Press, ?3594/p. 14.

This position is argued by, among others, Coulbourn and
Strayer, op. git., Pe. 4, and by Bark, W.C., Origins of
the Medieval World, Stanford University Press, 1958,
pp. 58-62.

See Chapter 3, pp. 220 ff. below. o
Although I make statements here about the parentage of -~
feudal institutions as if it were a matter of settled '
nistorical fact, it is not entirely settled. Herlihvy,
for example, argues that both the Roman institution of
patrocinium and the barbarian institution of commitatus
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were antecedents of vassalage, an important element of
feudalism, as does Cantor. Herlihy, ed., op. cit., P- xxi
and p. 69. Cantor, op. cit., p. 241. On the other hand,

'Zacour, among others, argues that there was no connection

between patrocinium contract and the later practice of
personal commendation in vassalage. Zacour, Norman,

An Introduction to Medieval Institutions, MacMillan of
Canada, 1969, pp. 86 ff. According to Stephenson,
Montesquieu in the 18th and Paul Roth in the 19th century
also argued this position. See Stephenson, 'The Origin
and Significance of Feudalism', op. cit., p. 207 and

p. 210. The philosophical points to be made in the dis-
cussion of this point, however, do not rest on one oOr
the other party's being right since the dispute remains
one about the parentage of feudalism.

When I say/that the feudal principalities and communities

‘of Western| Europe formed one unitary system, I do not

mean to say that their political and social arrangements
were similar in all important respects. We do not nor-
mally use !'System' in a way that presupposes that all the
parts thereof] must be similar in all relevant respects.

Yet the few nistorians who explicitly argue that one can-
not speak of/a system of European feudal communities or
that such A2lk "should not be overemphasized" ‘base their
arguments/on the fact that feudal practices could vary :
greatly Hetween what is now France and what is now northern
Italy. e Thompson, James Westfall and Johnson, Edgar
Nathaniel} An Introduction to Medieval Europe 300-1500,
w.w. Norton and Company, 1937, p. 299; and Bark, op. cit.,
p. 51.

Voltaire, loc. cit.
—_— == 4

Adams, George Burton, Constitutional Historv of England,
Henry Holt and Company, 1934, p. 45.

Herlihy terms the historian's concern with tracing customs
and institutions to antecedents in immediately Ereceding
communities "the genealogy of traditions"™ and characterizes
it as one of the oldest and most cultivated of historio-
graphical approaches to feudalism. That is to say, the
historian looks for the ancestors or progenitors of feu-
dalism and feudal practices. Herlihy, ed., op. cit.,

pp. xx-xxi. The metaphorical language of parentage and
procreation is not uncommon among historians dealing

with the issue. Thus, for example, Ganshof writes of

the "states born of the breakup of the Carclingian Empire.”
Ganshof, op. cit., p. xvii. '

It- is on the basis of insufficient similarity between
patrocinium contract and commendation that Zacour argues

H
s

-
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that the second cannot be derived from the first. 2Zacour,
loc. cit.. Stephenson recounts Roth's argument as pro-
ceeding along the same lines. .Patrocinium was said to

be a private relationship and vassalage a public one.
Hence, Roth concluded, the former could not be the source
of the latter. See Stephenson, 'The Origin and Signifi-
cance of Feudalism', op. ¢it., p. 210.

As far as I can find, no one challenges Bloch's view that
the benefice (later called the fief) had no Teutonic pre-
cedents. Its scle antecedents were the Roman precaria
adapted by the Merovingian church to their needs. Bloch,
Feudal Society, vol. 1, pp. 164-165. See also Ganshof,
op. cit., pp. 11-12. Thus those who see vassalage as

the essential element of feudalism and who agree with
Roth that its sources were solely barbarian can trace the
the parentage and family connections of feudalism to
solely or principally to German sources. In his article
'The Origin and Source of Feudalism' Stephenson deoes this

“in claiming that "the original feudalism... was a phase

of government developed by the Frankish kings on the basis
of pre-existing barbarian custom of vassalage." (p. 229)
If,ﬁgn the other hand, one holds the fief to be the corner-
stong of feudal institutions, it would seem to be more -
difficult to argue that feudalism was primarily or solely
Germanic in parentage no matter what views one held about
the scurces of vassalage. '

-

See Bloch, Feudal Society, vol. 1, pp. 149 ff. and pp.
164 f.; Mitteis, op. cit., pp. 53 ff.; Thompson and John-
son, op. ¢cit., pp. 292 ff.; Herliny, ed., op. cit.,

pp. xxi f., pp. 69-70, and pp. 75-76; Cantor, op. cit.,
p. 241; Barlow, Frank, The Feudal Kingdom of England
1042-1216, David McKay Co., 1964, pp. 7-8.

For a consideration of the gquestion of whether there was
a legal connection between vassalage and the benefice
(later called the fief) in the Carolingian era, what it
was and how it might nhave arisen see Ganshof, op. cit.,
pp. 40 f£f. -

Some historians claim that one could find vassals without

‘fiefs but no fiefs without vassals. Stephenson, Medieval

Feudalism, p. 14; Ganshof, op. cit., p. 9. Ganshof
writes of a "causal link" being created between the grant
ef a fief and the establishment o0f a lord-vassal relation-
ship. op._cit., p. 150.

Ganspof, op. cit., pp. 9-12.

Another exampie of such reasoning concerning one impor-
tant element of feudal relations-- commendation--— comes



from Bloch, Feudal Society, vol. 1, p. 151. There he
argues that the similarity of the custom among the
Franks, Anglo-Saxons and Scandinavians attests to its
common-- 1l.e., Germanic-- origins.

59. Pirenne,-Henri, A History of Europe From the Invasions
te the XVI Century, Miall, Bernard, trans., University
Books, 1965, p. 146. :

60. Brown, op. cit., p. 23.

61. Fourquin, Guy, Lordship and Feudalism in the Middle Aces,
Sells, Iris and Sells, A.L. Lytton, trans., George Allen
and Unwin, 1976, p. 12. -

62. Stravyer, Joseph, ‘'Feudalism in Western Europe' in Coul-
bourn, ed., Op. cit., p. 16.

63. Stephenson, Medieval Feudalism, p. 1l4.

-

64. Fourguin says that the delay in assimilating Frisia
and Saxony inf- the Frankish Empire is one of several
reasons for its peculiarities with respect to its feudal
institutions. Fourguin, op. cit., pp. 72-73. See 2also
Ganshof, op._cit., pp. 21-25.

65. wittgenstein, op. cit., Part I, paras. 66-71; and Blue
and Brown Books:, Harper and Row, 1958, pp. 1&-17.

66. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Part 1, para.
67.

67. The example chosen m.ght be an unfortunate one for a com-
pletely fair or sympathetic exposition of Wittgenstein's
views on the matter, and I admit that my exposition is

. not sympathetic. I am only concerned to make the point

, that failing to recognize a non-arbitrary boundary to

families can lead to strange results.

68. Thus wittgenste n's emphasis on the inexact nature of the
boundaries of the family of games (Philosophical Investi-
gations, Part I, paras. 69~70)} is perfectly in accord
with our ordinary notion of families and their inexact
boundaries although in the case of our ordinary notion -
inexact boundaries do not imply arbitrary boundaries.

69. For example, Thompson and Johnson claim that "perfect
accuracy would require separate descriptions of the feu-
dal systems of France and Germany. and Italy. Furthermore,
within these general regions local feudal practices varied
greatly...." They give some examples of the variation,

2,
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but they go on to attempt to describe common features.
Thompson and Johnson, op. cit., pp. 299-300. After
giving many examples of variation in feudal law and cus-
tom, Ganshof says, "Inside each ©of these countries, the
rules in which feudal relationships were embodied were
largely a matter of regional or local custom. Despite
the infinite variations which these entailed, however,
it is possible to determine the general principles which
regulated the relationship of vassal to lord and the
custom of fiefs.... |[W]e can, isolate those elements which
were common to the whole ofWyestern Europe." Ganshof,
op. cit., pp. 67-68.

Straver, Joseph and Munro, Dana, The Middle Ages 395-1500,
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959, p. 121.

Ganshof, -op. ¢cit., pp. 66-67.
Bark, op. cit., p. 61.

Ganshof Cites homage and fealty as indispensable to vas-
salage. Ganshof, op. cit., p. 79. Zacour says that
military service was the first and most important duty
of the vassal. Zacour, op. cit., p. 27. Brown lists

it among the fundamental characteristics of feudalism,
which eventually go into his definition of 'feudalism'.
Brown, op. cit., PP. 23~24, Strayer also stresses per-
sonal military service as an element of.vassalage.
Strayer, Feudalism, p. 13.

Ganshof, op. cit., pp:" 79-80. Bloch, Feudal Society,
vol. 1, pp. 1 8 179 and p. 186.

Ganshof, op.-cit.,-p. 91. Fourquin claims that Lombard
institutions scarcely recognized the connection between
military service and holdlng a fief. Fourguin, op. cit.,
po 75. '

Trevelvan, G.M., Illustrated English Social History (4
vols.), Longmans, Green and Co., 1950, vol. 2, p. 20.

Bloch, for example, claims, "From the middle of the 13th
century onwards European society diverged decisively from

the feudal pattern.'™ Bloch, Feudal Society, vol. 2,
p. 448. '

See note 45 above. See also Fourquin, op. cit., p. 14;
and Zacour, op. cit., pp. 92 ff.

I have been unable to find any historian listing ward-
ship among the essential or fundamental characteristics
of feudalism in cases where they attempt to list such
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characterisgfés. Qardship is usually discussed algng
-with several other institutions in connection wit thg
heritability of fiefs and is not singled out
al preeminance. ey

80. Coulbourn and Strayer present an _ obvious attempt to
define 'feudalism' as a general term without overt ref—
erence to the logically privileged paradigm or at least
without reference to it as being in any way, logically
privileged vis-3-vis what they take to be other good
examples of feudal societies. It seems to me, however,
thnat their use of such terms as 'fief' in®the definiens
(or in the "provisional description” as they say at one
point) remains unclear unless one keeps in mind~the
European institutions which were named by these terms.

84. Thus, concerning "terms like capitalism, feudallsm, reac-—
tion, bourgeoisie, democracy and countless others," Hul-
zinga writes, "history is prevented from actually testing
the strict validity of those general terms by the very
hetercgeneity, selective nature, incomparablieness and
limitlessness of all its particular ideas." Huizinga, J.,
*Historical Conceptualization', in Stern, Fritz, ed., ’
The Varieties of History, World Publishing, 1972, p. 296.
Marwick notes problems with terms like 'radical', however
one attempts to define them. It seems, he says, tnat the
nistorian must varv the way he -defines it as he applies
it to different groups and periods. Marwick, Arthur,

The Nature of History, MacMillan, 1970, p. 168.

82. Fustel de Coulanges, N.D., -'An Inaugural Lecture' in
Stern, ed., op. cit., p. 184. :

83. Ibid, pp. 182 ff. Fustel mentions a number of examples
- of descriptions of ancient institutions that puzzled him
including t'aristocracy', 'tvranny’, '‘republic' and 'city'.

I focus only on his comments on 'liberty' and tdemocracy’ .

84. 1Ibid, p. 183.

85. Brinton, Crang;and Christopher, John B. and Wolff, Robert
Lee, A HistorWof Civilization (2 vols.), 2nd ed., Pren-
tice-Hali, 1960, vol. 1, pp. 66-67. '

86. Fustel de Coulanges, op. cit., pp. 184-183; and The
Ancient Citv, Small, ‘Willard, trans., Lee and Sﬁepard,
1901, pp. 11-12. '

87. I take this to be his point insofar -as he claimézkhat one
‘ should . approach the study of the Greeks and Romans‘with
the view that nothing in modern times resembles them and
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their institutions. Yet he believes it to be in order
to apply descriptive terms like 'democracy' toc both an-
cient and modern institutions. Fustel de Coulanges,.
The Ancient City, pp. 10-11.

‘Geyl, op. cit., pp. 326 ff.

Geyl, op. cit., p. 326.



Chapter' 3: The Historian's Vocapulary and the Historical

Agent's Own Concepts

3.1 The Case for a Reform of Historiographical Defini-

tional Practilce

The point of Chapter 2 is to focus attention on the
historian's concern with the meaning and the definition of
certain key descriptive terms—- a concerﬁ interwoven with much
of the practice of historiography. It is élso to_sugéest'an
interpretation of the s@gnifitance of that concern to the
effect that itshows historians in fact suppose some histori-
cal phenomena unique in a sense somewhat similar to that in
which Herder claimed them to be descriptively unique.

More than this I.have not shown, and to this much it
might be replied: The most imbortant conclusion that follows
from these demonstrated definitional concerns is that histori-
ographical practice 1s in-urgent neeé of reform. Historians
should avoid the.use of descriptive terms that are definition-
ally problematic in-the way. previously outliééd. If a term

cannot be defined as a true general term, or at least, if

it cannot be used as one without any of the-logical features

~

L4
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of problematic predicate P‘(and in particulaf those connected
with the reference to a logically privileged paradigm in the
definition of P), then it should be abandoned. What the his-
torian sought to describe with it should be redescribed by )
means’of definitionally unproblematic substitutes which are
unquestionably general term$ with respect to all their logical
features. In‘the othebfsciences excessive concern over the
defiéition of descriptive terminology leads to empty semanti-
cal battles. Therefore, disagreement over the meaning of a
descriptive term should occasion its abéndonment, not exteé—
sivg argumentation and reseérch to justify iti>use. As loﬁé

as the investigator keeps his eye to the empirically estab-

lished facts, less controversial descriptive vocabulary will

- be found, and appropriate empirical concerns with testing and

establishing facts can con;inue.

ﬁhat I want to show in £his chapter is how such a reply
would misconstrue the structure ©f much historiographical pro-
cedure, the nature of history, and the way the former is based
on theilatter. Given the natﬁre’of his subject matter, the
historian's definitional concerns and proﬁlems are‘a'legiti-
mate and indeed necessary aspect of the discipline. To avoid
the use of descriptive terms defined with reference to logi-
cally privileged paradigms would lead to inaccurate descrip—
tion of historical phenomena. And this is so at least in part
because what the historian ﬂescripes are the actions, beliefs,

A
institutions,fcirtumstances, etc. of historical agents.who
- ' ° " -

N : . ‘ %



themselves had a vocakulary employed in‘descfibingiﬁﬁgse_very
phenomena. The historian investigating some phenoménon usu-—
ally ehcounters a descriptive terminclogy already cSined for
it by the histori;al agents involved in it. What muét be

established in the course of this chapter is why he must take
it into account, how he must do so, and the constraints that
ready-made vocabulary imposes on the vocabulary he uses to

w -

describe the historical hhenomendn.

3.1.1 Methodological Nominalism and Methodological Essentialism

The call for reform in historicgraphical definitional.
practice would be issued by one who explicitly applied Pop-
per's view of definitions and their place in scientific or

< :
empirical inquiry to historiography. Popper calls his position
methodological nominalism, and he bases a call for reform in
- . .1 ' .
the soclal sciences on it. From what he says elsewhere it
seems fair to conclude that he would count historiography

among them for this purpose.?

In The Open Society and Its Enemies and in the Poverty

of Historicism Popper develops his own extreme position out

of an attack on another extreme position he believes is held
by many historicists in conjunction with their properly his-.
toricist views, althéugh'not integrally interwoven with them.3
The view under attack he calls methodélbgicai essentialism—-

- the view that it is the aim of science to reveal essences

and to describe them by means of definitions.4 Popper believes

it important to attack this view because much of the actual

-
-*



154

‘practice sf the social sciences indicates to him that many of
their practitioners subscribe to it.s He argues that its ap-
plication leads to empty verbiage and to barren scholasticism
in the disciplines where it is applied and that scientific pro-
gress in part consists of tradiﬁg‘it in for methodological nomi-
nalism.6 The alleged backward state of the.social sciences is
attributed to its widespread application in thern.7

The strategy for his attack is first to reconstruct the
view of definitions-- of their structufé and tkéir proper func-—
tion-- on which methodolqgical essentialism 4¢s based. The view
is variously referred to as the "esséntialist method o% defi-
nition", "the Aristotelean method of definition" and "the
essentialist interpretation of a definition". ' The reconstruc-
tion proceeds by distinguishing it from the nominalist one
that Popper seems to hold. Then.the Yormer is attacked as
untenable, and the latter is defendedl;s correct.

One may briefly sum up Popper's reconstruction of
Arisgatle's essentialist method as follows.8 . Definitions
- are g:owledge claims. They convey descriptive information
about the'world or, more particularlj, about the essences of
things within the world. One is in a position teo justify
such a claim as being certainly true where it gonsists of a

-

description of the essence of something one has grasped

through intuitive intellectual insight. Such a ¢claim is in-

dubitable. All other sorts of knowledge claims must be jus-

tified by an appeal to chains of argument in which definitions

+
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serve as basic premises. Therefore, the pursuit of correct
‘definitions is the most fundamental method of obtaining know=-
.u;iedge.‘ Loy

- As applied to the social sciences methodologiﬁgl essenti-
alism_demands that the political -scientist, for exﬁmgle, first
concégn_himself with the question: 'What is governmen%239 In
SO doing;he inquifes into what, for example, is esséntigf;y

the same between an elevepth century German feudal principality
énd the twentieth centﬁry British parliamentary system. what
is the common property by virtue of which éne is abkle to recog-
nize them as governménts? He formulates a description of the
essential property in the form of a definition which thereby
convevs infq;mati&n about things in_ihe'world—- namely, govern—
ments.

At one point Popper notes khat in Aristotle's view defi-
nitions are meant to serve as answers to two quéstions at
c:mce.‘lcj Léfting 'A' stand for the definiendum and 'B-C-D' for the
definiens, one may formulate these questions as: 'Wﬁat is
an A?' and 'What does 'A' mean?' Popper implies that the es-
sentialist view conflates two distinct but related gquestions
hgre, but Popper does little to clarify the distinction except

perhaps to say that -the first seeks the description of an es-

sence. Apparently he believes such clarification unimportant

F

(S

for the purposes of his criticism. He wants to argue that
-
definitions properly serve as answers to neither but instead

as answers to the third question: *'What short label shall we use
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. . ’ ) o
forﬂé"B-C-D?'l? Nevertheless; we shall have to return to the
distinction and the possible basis ;Zr it iA order to Elarify
and to evaluate boppg;'s criticism of methodological essenti-
alism.; ]

In contrast to Aristotle's alleged view he sketches out
the nominalist view he holds. It has twé ;enbral theses.
1) Any scientific claim conveying ihforﬁation—; especially
descriﬁtive information—- ébout theyorldis always subject
to further tests of its trugh. It can never be_conclusively
shown to be true because it can never pass-all (i.e., the in-
defihite number of) possible .tests any one of which‘mighf
falsify the claim.*® Therefore no such claim can ever be con-
s%dered indubitable. Thefgfo{gg insofar as definitional claims
can justifigbly be madé with certainty, they do not convey in-

13

formation about the world. They are not desériptive of

things within the world. Nominalist pchedures involve. no
attempts to derive ‘information from'definitions ﬂor fo-basé
arguments upon thgm. Definitions do not state facts. .Mean—'
ingful controvefsy can arise over factual cl?ims because such
cIlaims and coﬁnterclaims are subject to possibie tests. Con-
trovefsy over definitions, on the éther hand, is empty con-
trqversy; so it must be the case that they do not repreéent

" factual claims.14

2) Definitional statemeﬂts, as has already been mentioned,
are meant to be read as injunctions to use a shorthand label

(the definiendum) in place of a longer desariptive phrase

-
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(the definiens). .They are, accerding to-Popper, meant to be
read right to left, from definiens to definiendum, and;nbt :

’vicé'versa.is They are abbreviation devices. Popper thgre—f'

by sees definitions primarily in stipulative terms as sentences

in the 1mperat1ve rather than the indic ood} ThlS would

be consonant with the first thesms that '?initlons expressl

no factual information about the world. As rocedural_injpnc;
tions . they could not possibly do so,.but %pgn neither would

"thef-convey any'facts descriptive of language usage either.

These two theses account for tht belief of Popper's ndmi—.

nalist‘that one could lose all the definitional claims from
the corpus of a science and lose neither facts nor precision.16
One would not lose precision becausé definitions ate not sup-
posed to answer the question 'What does 'A' mean?' Even if
they were, we could lese the definition 'A =qf B-C~D' an§55t111

" retain our understagding of the definiens 'B-C-D', which we
had to understand in the first place in order for the defi~
nition to have been of service in clarifying the meaning of

3 tA" Whatever precision attached to our USE of 'A depended

upon that which attached to our- use Of -'B-C- ~D*', and ws\ifill

retain tﬁgt precision after 1051ng the deflnltlon, since we

'had to have it to start with. _ k

Thus in the nominalist view ‘definitions aggﬂiot fHearly (so
co

..important as in the essentialist viéW«since, ace )
- . (B
former, they are not indispensable to sc1ent1f;EJpro§ﬂess.

They do not answer the fundamental questions asked\by sc;ence.

bs .,



All a science is said to need are ‘the undefined terms it wodid

use to formulate any definitions required for purposes of bre-

~

vity.is

Popper says:s
Y
In science. weé take care that the statements
we make should never depend upon the meaning
of the termSe-s- we try to attach to them
as little weight “as possible. 1%e do not take
their 'meaning'’ too seriouslye.
. '

.Presumably he -means by this hat the methodological nominalist

uses terms that pese definitional problems and that raise

.

no questions concerning‘their meaning. izée\%e finds himself

forced to seriously

e the question of term's meaning, he
avoids the\use .ormulatiﬁg descriptive statemenés
handles définitiogal prob;

3 Ain& them. FPopper clalps ﬁhat worries about the

'
S

meaning of terms lead to the imprecision, U clarity and emp-— 1
ty verbalism that philo?o/ Q

phy has traditiena demonstrated
; 5 :
X . . ;
in its concerns with mean%jg.zo In other words, the best way
' N .
to handle-sbqg}ems of imprecision is to avoid them, not to at—*
- . '_ ’ .
tempt to solve each problem through a definition of the im-
preciée term. ., . . *
. e R w
Popper attacks ‘the essentialist view and simultaneously
attempts to gefend the nominalist view on two counts. Firsf,
he argues that intuitiop and self-evidencé provide no baéis
for justifying a claim or for establishing .its gruth or fal-
| 21

sity where disagreement O scepticism greet it. Science

does involve empirical procedures for contesting and justifying
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factﬁal ciaim;. So insofar as the essentialist claim that
definitions .are based on intultion is éccepted, one is forced
to conclude that Aefinitions"Eannot really be contested and
cannot be just%fiediarestablishgd as true. Consequéntly they .
state no faéts; |

Second, hé argues that definitions do not serve as aﬁ ef-

B .

ficient means for settling probiems of imprecision in the
meaning of terms.22 If there is a question of the meaning of
'A', there is just as likely to 'be a gquestion as to the precise
meaning of the terms 'B-C-D' in the definiens, and they in
turn will demgnd further definition. Definition as the m@aﬁs
for solving problems'of imprecision will likely result in an -
infinite regress. We shall spend allour time defining A" a;nd
have none left over in which to use 'A' descriptively. Fur-
thermore, (and this is Popper's key argument) even if 'B-C-D!
does not raise further problems of meaﬁing, how can one justi-
fy 'B=C~D' as the correct definition of 'A'? How does one
know it represents a genuine solution to the precision prob-
lem? "A ' quarrel about the question whether the definition was
correct, oi&;rue, can only lead to an empty controversy about
words."23 Popper argues that the nominalist approach ‘of un-
concern with¥ﬁeanings is best.

: Thus Popper's two counts against the essentialist are .
tieg. together quite closely. They both function by‘dra!iig_////ﬂﬂﬂﬁ\ﬁ

out implications of the essentialist dogma that definitions

are known to be true only, if at all, by intuition and that
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they therefore can be justified only by an aépéal £o intui-
tion. If‘one's'intuitions are the personal, subjective af-
}airs Popper assumes th'ey'are,z4 then what is based upon them,
§Bd them alone in principle, can have nothing in principle

to do with eétablishing facts, and it can be of no use in
_settling controversies where our intuitions are at issue with
one another. That is, it cannot solve disputes about defini-
tion aﬁd the problems of imprecise meanings of terms where

attempted solutions could lead to such controversies.

~3.1.2 Historiographical Essentialism

Thaé historians would by and large reject Popper's nomi-
nalist approach should be apparent given that the analysis of
the preceding chapter 1is corrgct. In particular, £hey would
reject his. contention that in the practice of any, empirical
discipline the proper rolé of a de%inition is to serve as ;hé
answer to the qqestion twhat short hand label shall we use in

p;ace“of tns\long awkward expressi B-C-D?' Historians rarely,

if ever, can be’ found indulging ¥n dtipujlative or operational
definition of the sort Popper de cribes.25 They usually offer

definitions as answers to the g

stions 'What is an AZ? and
'What does 'A' mean?’ That is to 3ay, they use definitions
in a way similgr to Pépper's metﬁodological gssentialist.

On the Qtﬁer hand, their approaé¢h to much of their descrip-
tivé terminology like 'feudalism’ dées not exactly'fif Popper's'

'chéracterizatiog of the essentialist position. They do not®

2



discqéer definitions'%nd justify their use of key descriptive
terminology through intuition. It hasudgreaQy been shown how
many definitional-disputes center around an assessment of'his-
torical évidence and around appeals to facts about the logical—-

ly ‘privileged paradigm with reference to which the term is

defined. ‘Therefore one might bFst characterize their approach

to terminology an8 -to defipitiol that requires justification
as a modifiéd form of methodological essentialism as'Popper
understands it-- as Histori graphical essentialism. The issues
that arise in con;ection with historiographical essentialism
are és follows. How many of Popper's arguments against es-—
sentialism apbly to it as well? Can any case be made for the
superiority of nominalism over historiographical essentialism?
Now Popper himself nevér argues that definifiéﬁs'never
properly serve as answers to the questidns.;What is an AZ2?
and 'What does 'A' mean?' He even offers a case whéré they do--
namely, one where the définitions'are'addressed to or read by
someone‘learning the science'andtherefore learning the termi-
nology employed by its established practitione_rs.26 "3ut this
is merely a psychological accident," he remarks. By this he
appgafs to mean that some particular person's learning the
;ermino}ogy employed by its practitioners ;s accidental, not

essential, to the practice of the scierice. Learning the vo-
. -

cabulary may put a person in a position to ask the questions

integral to the practice of the science, but asking and an-

swering vocabulary questions like 'What is the meanigg of 'A172!
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does not itself count as one of the practices of the §cience.
These questions contribute nothing to its investigations,
theory testing, etcf
}, However true this may be for physics, Popper's favorite
example, it is manifestly untrue of historiographye. Answeriﬁg
'Wwhat does 'A' mean?' guestions is an integral, essential part
of ;E;;oriographicél”investigation'because such inveséigétion
cente;s around t@e interpretation of written documents and
sometimes of Tecorded oral tradition as central pieces of evi-
dence, whatever other sorts of evidence there may be. Where
there are no recorgs, there is no history-- only,prehis£ory.2
The important documen?s aie.those written by the participants
- *in events under investigation or by their contemporaries and
near coﬁ%empdraries. Thelr vocabﬁla;y will be‘from'langpages
at least to some extent alien to the historian even where they
-. represent earlier phéées of the historiant's own language.
Tran;lation problemé will naturally raise questions of meaning,
and these" in turn will naturally lead to defiﬂizféqél problems.
Such questions.qre integral to historiographical practice to
this extent at leqst.‘ The Histqrian bases his gescriptions
_ ”‘\;of histo:icél phenomena on_the documemts. He justifies. his
| descriptions with respect to them. Testing his theories of-
ten involves asking and -géttling questions about the meaning
of document terq}nology as_a step integral to the practice

of historiography. Learning a terminology is a first stép of

such investigation, not merely a2 preliminary step to put



.

oneself in the'position to begin ip. "

EY

.

How does the historian justify his answers to-qdesti@ps
concerning the meaning of document terminology? It‘is not by
mere intuition. Hiétorfﬁns who formulate definitio&s of words
like 1f£ief', tvassal' and ‘thomage' and their Latin cognates
which appéar in so many medieval documents cannot‘justify

,

them by appealing to those who used these terms in order to
Confirm their definitions. Usually there are‘no contempofary
dictionaiies. Bﬁt clearly the putaéive definition is supposed
to capture facts about the actual usagé of the term, and it is
taken to be subject to confirmation or disconfirmation by vari-
ous sorts of evidence ihcluding further established facts a-
1beyt‘the usage of other related terms and*further facts about ﬂ
various institutionms, préctices and beliefs of the agents who
used the terms. élearly the historian does not define these
terms any way he likes, and'he employs recognized procedures
for discounting some possible definitions in favor of others.

For example, in the course of defining 'feudalism!' Coul-

N
bourn anq Strayer offer what may be taken as a partial defi-
8

Fa

nition of *fief'. They suggest that it was a piece of land.
That definition is hotly contgsted by Stephensqn, who argues
that calliﬁg a fief a piece of land would'ge ifaccurate. In
the Carollnglan Emplre at least it was \instead "the spedial.
remumeration paid to a vassal for the rendering o% spec1al
service." "What value would bare acres havg}for a professiqQnal

warrior who considered the work of agriculture degrading?"29

- 4

N
)
)
|
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Stephenson's rejection of the ﬁartial definition is based on
cergain accepted facts ab9ut Carolingian -and post~Carolingian
practives as evidenced in charters, chronidles, edicts and
capitularies recording various enfeoffments. Filefs were
usually granted to military vassals, who themselves did none
of the productive work and almost none of the managerial work
done on lands associatgq with the fief, -yet who received por-
tions of the broduce, among other things. Uninhabited, un-

., productive lands were not gi;en as fiefs. Yet one can 'see how
some evidence supports Coulbournt's partial definition. Filefs
are'USua;ly specified in the documents by a particulaﬁ place
name or the name oﬂrETparticu;ar territory. "As Ganshof puts
it, they were "normally not without a territorial or local

‘“\Jpésis."30 Even so, there are recor@s of flefs consisting of
the tolls of a particular bridge, for example, so there were

- fiefs which involved no land. And more importantly for Ste-
phenson's argument, there are facts about practices associated
with the practice of granting fiefs that suggest that what was
granted in the case of a fief invélying a landed estate was
not by definition a piece of land. -Rather, it was by defini-
tion rights to certain sorts of income and services arising
from production on the land.31

Tﬁe definition of 'fief' is not one of the foremost is-
sues of medievél scholarship,.and the above discussion of it

hardly does justice to the issue that there is. But it il-

lustrates the shortcomings of Popper's views on the purpose of
Hi

%
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definition statements and the way they are justified. His-
torians frame definitions of' document terminology that rebort
or are based on facts of usage. The definitions can bé'suS—
jected to empirical‘éests of the same sort as any historio-
graphical theory or interpretation or hypothesis. The above
discussion also illustrates how the two related questions

that Popper mentions get answered by many hi?}orf6§?ggﬁfcal

definjtions.

4

The question 'What does/jfief' mean as it is used in cer-

tain documents?' is inextricébly intertwined 'with the question

- 'What 1s a fief?' The two are distinct questions in that the

first is about language-- about words—-- and the second is a-
bout certain institutions and practices that inﬁolved a much

wider range of behavior than merely linguistic behavior. The

'second is about certain institutions that migﬁt have

existed whether or not the participants had .the word 'fief!?
to describe them. Yet the two are intertwined in several ways.

First, insofar as the wor%_is the name of certain institutions,
a.description of them will serve to .dispel Eertain QUestioﬁs
about the meaning ®f the word. Second, the primary‘evidence
concerning the structure of the institutions is documents to *
2 large extent employing the word about whose meaning the his-

torian asks.

This is so not merely because contemporary descriptions

of the institutions-- 'l.e., narratives and chronicles-- em-

ployed the word 'fief', but also because the word was in fact

-
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employed by the participants in bringing about and maintaining

those institutions. It was employed in charters, capitularies,

etc.—— legal documents that brought specific fiefs into exis-
tence and that regulated the insti;ution in general. En-
feoffing someone in féct usually involved saying that one was
granting such-and-such to him as a fief. The use of the word
had a rolé to play in the very operation of the reality it
named, and this is true in onesway or another for much of the

document terminology with which the historian deals.32

Thus the fact that a document employs fhe word in a cé}-
tain way is a prim; facie indication that.it will serve as
evidence in answering the qgéétion 'What is a fief?' However,
its status and 1its wort;’%; evidence depends in part on the
solutroﬁ of meaning questibns concerning its terminoiogy in-
cludihg-?fief'. On the other hand, the way it employs the
word indicates further directions in which cne can look for
evidence concerning the institution. For example, if a docu-
ment states that a certai;’;;} Brian is granted a fief, we
know that anytﬁing we may learn from further documents about
his subsequent ciréumstances may serve as evidence towérds
the solutior‘n‘ of the problem of how the institution of the
fief worked.

Popper was correct to stress the relatedness of the two
éuestiéns-— at least with respect to historiography. They

are answered by examining the same set of facts. The answer

to both can take the form of a definition. Indeed, one finds

N '

N
F AN
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historians jumping from one question to the other. They dis-
-cuss the etymology of tfief' and the origins of the fief in

the same breath. They\ﬁ:;p from talk about meaning and defi-
nition of the term to(Talk about descriptions of theTinstitu-

tion just as they do when discussing the meaning of 'feudalism'..33

It is often the case that they mix the two fagons de parléf.
Ifhis more common than not.£o fina historians speaking of defi; .
nitions of an historical institution, movement or period as
opposed tq_defining the word that‘labels or characterizeﬁ it}é
Definition and description arerintertwinéd“in the historian's
mind, and this is clearly justifié& at least at the level of
docu%ent vocabulary. The distinction between language and the
world-- between the means used to describe something and those
éZpects of it described-- a distinction Popper seems to assume
at various points,BSis an unclear and perhips a misleading one
at the level of document terminology. At this 1evel§tafk a-
bout the one is at the same time talk about the other. Thé
de?inition of a document term“that names a practice wili not
only capture facts about the usage of the term by the histori-

cal agents but also facts about tﬂe historical world-- about

historical practices and institutions themselves.

3.1.3 A Modified Nominalist Challenge to Historioéraphical

LY

Definition

Xlthough the integration of description and definition
AN

is\legitimate and necessary at the level of docﬁment terminolc-—

-

gy, the important issue is its legitimacy at the level of the
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historian's oﬁﬁ descriptive vocabulary. There is a distinc-
tion between the two levels-that is ugfged by no one more than
historians themselves. Langlois and Seignbos note that the
documents abound in names which represent classifications or
principles of grouping historical phenomena. But the histori-
an, it is said, never accepts these as is. He must be criti-

cal in his use of them. Many of the documentary names of

b

groups are said to rest "on mere superficial resemblances™”

. 36
among the members with respect to their habits and behavior.
Often the use of such contemporary labels is based on a long -
prior tradition of fixed usage that has not kept pace with

changing social realities and which at the time of the docu-

. ment corresponds ill with "real groups".37 Bloch offers an ex-

ample of such a document ‘term in 'servus’, thé_Latin term for
slaves in Roman documents.38 Ité use continued into medieval
times through the force of tradition and analogy, but it was
applied to the médieval serf whose situati%p bore only super-
ficial resemblance, if any, to the Roman slave. The historian
does ﬁot follow the documents here and.does nat apply the Eng-
lish cognate of 'servus' to both cases. .Instead he improvises
and uses a word derived from medieval sources (i.e.; 'slave')
N

to describe the ancient Roman phenomenon and thereby to mark

the difference between slavery and serfdom.

An’ even more extreme example was *colonust of eleventh

‘End twelfth century charters. Though meaningfully applied by

contemporaries to a fairly well defined social-economic group

-
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in the late Roman Empire, the word in its medieval uee“"sad
ceased to apply to any living idea; it represented a mere
trick transletion used by noteries to describe, in fine clas-
sic, a whole series of very different judicial and economic

conditions."39

Often document vogabulary fails to mark distinctions that

—

N istorians subsequently £ind important for understanding and
explaining the events of the times. This has been especiélly
true with--the rise of historiography focusing on economlc as-

pects of hlstorlcal phenomena. Cobban notes that there is no

contemporary term in the documents £dr the \poorer population

of Paris that played such an imp rtant role lin the revolution.

'Sans—culottes' was a political gather than an
th ould 1nclude a wealthy brewer and exclude’a valet or
footman. 'Le menu peuple', whatever its significance, 1is

sai&'to have luﬁpéd together people of diverse ecoﬁomié in-

terest and status from shopkeepers and mastercraftsmen down to

-laborers.A

»

The hlstorlan must feel free to coin hlS own descreptl e
terms that deo not represent synonyms oOr translatlons of dogu-
mentary vocabulary, and he must be free to avoid using m%ch
of the documentary vocabulary in formuiating his own descrip-
tiens of the phenomena. Documentary vocabulary and the dis-
tinctions it was meant to mark serve es historiographical evi-
dence,.but to '

consider that the nomenclature of the documents
was perfectly capable of determining our oOwn
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would, in short, be tantamouft to admiétiAg
that they had provided us with a ready-made
analysis. w§re that the case41historiography
would have little left to do. 4
Given this distinction between the descriptive vocabuf
lary found in the documents and that which the historian him-
self uses in formulating the most accurate and adequate de-
scription he can of what happened, the Popperian might well
concede-that the view of definition I termed historiographical
essentialism best characterizes the hiatoéian's approaéh to
problems concerning the definition of the first while still
holding tHat‘thé'nominalist view apéliés to the wgy.higtorians
sﬁSBld treat definition of the second. kHis argument might
weil go something like the,follow}ng. )
1h the initial stages of inis/to}iographical investigation

- .
"while searching for evidence, the historian confronts an alien

vocabulary. He has'to figure out the meaniné of what others.

-3

have said in order to render the evidence useful. once

the evidence is collected and interpreted, the problem n es;

'~ Now he must E}gufe out what actually happened_and must formu-
Alate a-describtion of it. To be useful that description must &
be in terms gf his own vocabGlary——*i.e:, in terms he is fami-
liar with perhaps including technical terms defined in terms

of more ordinany:familiér words. Thegre is no obvious reason

- why nominalist procedures will not apply at this ;ater_stage

as they'do in any otﬁer'science. Any term from his familiar

fyocabulary isrpotentially.applicable as long as the criteria

-



of its descriptive application are clear.

clear not necessarily by- whether we can formulafe them in a

We knOW'they_are~

<
Tdefinition to which af?‘agree but by. whether the ways in-
. . 3 ‘

Q‘3 2 on Behalf of Hlstorlographlcal Deflnltlon'

situations.
terpreted/ev1dence whlch'famlllar descrlptlve tefms apply to
the case at hand and how.
famlllar terms leads to cumbersome,
can employ short-hand technlcal terms defined in tepms of the
familiar asrhas already bheen discussed.

no nece551ty to employ descrlptlve terms other than the fam QL

r 4

The Popperian concedes

i

which one employs the term in a variety_of situations agree
to a great extept-with the ways others employ it in the same

The historian can decide on the basis of the in-

Where the appllcatlon Of ordinary

awkward description, he

111ar or those short hand labels deflned in terms .of the

famil

iar. - \\

9

ﬁractical

Constraf?ts of Using Documentary Evidence

;n order to Justlfy the hlStOrlan s tendency to hlStOrlO—

~

graphlcal essentlallsm in” his appreoach to his own technlcal

descrlptlve vocabulary one has to challenge the key assumptlon

onquhich‘the nominalist challenge rests-- namely, that one

a ¥

can partltlon the two levels of vocabulary such that the

historlan can employ hlS own descriptive chabulary of ron-

problematic (possibl)

.

11\'

cabulery isiproblematic.

meaning of appropriate descriptive terminology is dependent

upon the meaning of document terms and then by showing how the

> o

7

neral) terms even if the document vO-—

By showing the way in which the

—

/
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~ latter is not able to be translated entirely into unproblem-
atic familiar terms one onde;mines the nominalist assumption.
kg;j/7ﬁbn§§j:::s that tne historian cannot-a&oid définitional.prob-
lem "“hrqis descriptive vooabulary mefely'by aboiding the
- use of unproblematic ano unféﬁiliar-terms in ;ormulating'hio
" descriptions. - ' ~ “
- There are two arguments against a neat partitioning of
of the twozlévels of vocabulary. -The first of them, the arqu-
ment based on practical considerations is the subject of thi
\\presént section., It is based on the practical problemo of
interpfefifg;tne documenés; which must be undersoood before

the evidence they offer can be assessed.

. -“\\;;J £f document to}ms had eouivolents in the_modern ordinary
famlllar vocabulary of the historian, arr1v1ng at an understand-
ln%‘of them would involve dlscovoZLng which of the famlllar \./)
ter%s are thelr equlvalents.’Even £ \oo umen rm had no
5

one familiar equlyalent, if what it desc ibed d also be -

accurately and fully described in familjar terms, interpreting

its meaning would involve translating if into a set -of famili-

ar terms of equivalent meaning. The preblem is that, as his-

torians pé;nt out, often such termg cannot be translated.

There are no translation eguivalents-- either .synonyms or

longer descriptive phrases. The best course, it is said, is

for the historian to incorporate the problematic document

*

_term into his own vocabulary and not to search for a trans-

lation e<:;ulvalent.£’2

. »
( . 14 b
v
'

1'
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The pfoblem of document terms without familiar transla-
tion équi?alents is most likely to occur inrfhe case of terms
naming institutions and praétices fundamental to ways of ;ife
that have since_qndergone marked historical changes. 'Fief}
is a good example. It naﬁes én inst;tution without equivalent‘
'in modern society so £hat the hiétorian will iook in véin for
a familiar everyday term naming a familiar evéryday modern
equivalent. Nor should he gxpect to be able to provide a‘de-
scription of the fief in familiar terms that adequately conveys
what‘the document term 'fief' meant--~ that reflects an aécuféte
understanding of ‘the term's meaning;43 - ’ -

Consider the dicﬁionéry definition of 'fief'. There are
two senses listed: (1) ﬁan estate in land held in feudal law
of a lord on condition of homage and'service", and;(Z) "some—
thing over which- one has rights and control.” The second
sense 1is the ordinary familiar modern one. Thezword_has been
in our vocabuléry since the Middle Ages, but ité meaning and
use hayve changed as is the case with mahy wgrds in our lénguage._
It is part of our ordinary~ianguaé§, and'ag such it is dgfinﬁble
in ordinary familiar terms. But this second sense i?hné way
accurately conveys the heaning of the term as it was used in
meéieval documents. )

Accdfding'to the second sense my car could count as some-
~thing I hold és a fief, but this would be §b§urd fo a man of
-poiffCarolingian Europe given his cri£eria for applying the

word. It would be absurd not because it was a-car but because

‘- /
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“of the way I ‘acquired it and the lack of obligations I owe to

(\/

the caf deale; from whom I acquireq it. 1If something (oarticu-
larly a'landed estate) is to. be held as a fief it musg be held
by someone who has certain obiigations and rights vis-a-vis

the person from whom he holds the fief. These are spelled J/
“out in feudal law and feudal custom and are in part constitu-
tive of the roles of lord and vassal " 'To put oneself in a
posztlon to assume such rights and obligations one has to per-

form certain actions . like acts of homage, and to maintain

one's position one must continue é% perform certain actions,
like givihg certain forms of aid to one's lord on appropriate

occasions and to refrain from other actions. P

The flrst sense’of the word formulated in the dlctlonary

~ '

is probably meant to convey the meaning of the term as used
in manyﬁgoéEEEnts from the Middle Ages. - Leaving aside’ the
'cuestlon of. the accuracy of specifying the fief to be a landed

estate, the definitién illustrates “an important p01nt. No*

attempt is made

ter@s, Further documeént terms like homage', are used, and’

Similar transl3tion problems recur for these. The recurrence

of the problem is 1

ustrated by the ‘same duality of dlctlonary

eflnltioi/;n the case of ' homage' as was found in the case
4 i

of 'fief'. The problem is that the roles'and customs and

Practices, like the ceremony of homage, integrally connected

with the fief have long since di%appeared. No equivalent fa-
v

N
miliar terms are to be found for 'vassus', ! homage!, '‘bans?*,

TN
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etc. 1fet such equivaients would be necessary in order to make

<

clear what was “involved in holding a fief if the meaning of

tfigf' were to be: spel ed ‘out in unproblematic familiar terms.
> b "

When historians describe what was involved in the fief

é of *'fief' and its

in- a way that would explicate the meiﬁi;
cognete.document terms, they use fu/th r document rerminology.

Their explications'run to considerably more len ‘ than that

\ui the dlctlonary, and they use as(many fami¥iar terms as p057
sible 1n their descriptions, buf they also brlngsquﬁfegtcumént
terms than does the dlctlonary. Learning the meaning of )flef'
1nvolves llenlng a range of. other\&ocument terms to whléh__;/’“‘h
is integrally connected and in getting some feel for the con-
nections:“\gggggJ stories, examples, eth. ¥nvelving the ac-

quistion

enance and loss of fiefs are often recounted in
order to give a fukther feel for the (to us) unfamiliar cri-
teria accord;ng to ich men of the Middle Ages applied the
word.?% These sometimes lengthy passages devoted to the dig-
cussion of certain medieval concep aye necessary just be;
cause there are fo\translation equivalénts in familiar modern
terms for the documént terms associated with these concepts.

(_Now the thrust of the practical atéument is this. Given
tﬁat the documents constitute the historian's evidence for
what -happened but that they oﬁ%y do so insofar as they can be
interpreted and given that muck of their'vocabulary is not g

entirely translatable 1nto famlllar terms, then it becqmes

dlfflcult‘\lf not 1mp0551b1e, to see how that ev1dence ‘can

f
1

. - £
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"serve to confirm or deny an historiographical description
couched entirely in familizr terms. Confirmation or refuta-
tien of a description involves some grasp of the criteria of
appllcatlon of the descriptive terms employed. In the case

of hlstorlographlcal descriptions, however, the hzstorian's
terms are applied in llght of the hlstorlcal evidence. Their
appllcatlon is based on his grasp of the evidence, whlch in
turn involves a grasp of the meaning of document terms. Where
his grasp of these involves a grasp of unfamiliar, 'new' cri-
teria, it is/.difficult-to see how that evidence éan‘serve to con-

L

firm or refute applications of fahiliar terms according to
familiar criteria. (”5“J

) Thus in the simplest\egft of case the historian might
want to use the familiar term A to describe an event. To con-
£firm that A is indeed applicable he must lnterpret the docu-
ments, which being in an alien language make no ‘use of A.
Perhaps they describe the event in terms of B, C and D, Sup-

pose that B,.C and D are not translatable into entlrely famili-

’

ar terms. Theén the evidence would not be applicable to de- ﬂi:

ciding whether an event of twpe A did or d%? not happen be-
cause to decide fhet one would need evidenée that could be re-
lated to the familiar criteria of A's application. However,
ex hypothesi, the eyidence cannot be felicitousfy related to

such famil;ar cﬁ&tgeia. The evidence to be understood as

'
such mus?’be appréciated in the light of some hitherto un-

.. 1. . . . .
famlllaricrlterza. To be configmable by the historical evigde€nce

+
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historiog aphlcal descriptions must represent the application
(:)of criteria related to the alien unfamiliar untranslatable

term. ’
Tsi<éirust of the praczk\\i argument is such that it does
not allow the hlstorlan tQ>employ a descrlptlve vocabulary the
crlterla for the application of which are not tied to the un-
familiar, 'new' criteria of. descriptive vocabulary in thL docu—
ments. It does allow him to employ.descriptive terms no$
found in the documents. it. does’allow 'him to coin new techni-
cal terms.' But it;requires,that echnlcal vocabulary be de-
fined by at least part{al rE;e:Ence to document terms. It does
not allow him the Popperian priviiege of couching descriptions
in wholly familiar terms or of coining technical descriptive
~ vocabulary that can be deflned in wholly famlllar terms.
A return to the consideration of the example of ﬂfeudallsm'
will illustrate the point here because if .anything is a goeod
ex%mple of hlstorlographlcally cozned vocabulary, 'feudalism'
-tis. Like most ism's it is the product of+ modern mlnds. Hence
the joke Maitland 'is alleged to have pezgetratgd op raive S&H:\,/~¢/
dents\during the introductory lecture to the medieval history o
course when he solemnly pronounced feudalism to have e;;;\in—
troduced into England in the eighteenth century?s He was of
course referri

™ . -y
what mo h'storlans stress in® their dlscu5310ns of its defi-

to 'feudalism'. It was his way of stressing

n1tE_9’- nagiely that the term was invented in seventeenth cen—

Qﬂ tﬁry 3 e by antiquarians and by lawyers concerned witqb
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cpntestlng and protecting certain legal rlghts that.could'be
traced to medieval tlmes.46 According to Bloch it was Bou-
lalnv1lller5 who first empléghd the word in an historiographi-
cal sense in the-classxflcatlon of institutions and qggfems

of institutions.47 From there it eventually gained widespread

cdrrency, especially during the evolution, fo denote a sys-

tem of social and legal instituiions which the French thought

to be of medieval origin and which they thought they were .re-
jecting. --But other tﬁan in‘its most polemical uses during

the Revolution, it was coined and did serve to denote a social-
degal s stem that had, except for the odd survfial, largely
dlsappeared by the time of the c01n1ng.48 .

It was not only the term that ;as new. but also. the c?ncept
associated with it. As Stephenson puts it: n"aAlthough men of
the Middle Ages. were guite familiar with vassals aﬁé’fiefs and
with vassalage and feudal tenure, they apparentlf did not think
in terms of a broad feudal theory;"49 The jeb of tfeudalism'
is to denote or to describe the system of social-legal insti-
tutions eostulated by the theory. The word and th concept
are the historian{s own in that the word 1is not teQ;;\faﬁ;e
in the documents of the times, and it ié et meant'te be a

translation of any such documentary word or phrase. It wasj

adopted by the historian from.modern sources to do his own

work.

‘..

Yet although the historiap's own, the{?ord was not in-

vented arbitrarily, and its meaning- is not without integral
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connection to concepts that medieval men were familiar with.
It is argued by mdre thqq one historian that

the essential feature of feudal soci —as it -
developed within the Carolingian Empire, especi-
ally between the Loire and the Rhine, was the
fief (feudum) from which the descriptive word
was~eoinedl at the beginning of the 17th century.”

One gets the idea that according to this view the historian's

50

' term is coined from a document term naming the apparently most
; .

7“prominent\ins

tion of the times. It thereby comes to mean

f social organization based upon or informed {y or

(?i;:fd tha&ﬁinstitu;ion'(i;e., the fief).> ! Not all
' N

historians

(= ntéred
define it.h As has already been pointed out,
the definitibn is historiographically controversial. However,
the-gbﬁ%roversy is in effect one about which document terms
shdﬁld DPe used ingtead of 'fief!'. .In otﬁer wor;s it is about
(/- institutions othej\zkzﬁ/;;;M;ZES bei ﬁé%e essential or fun-

\ggfiptal to the feudal system. Por;

-
&xample, some argue that\j

N
- vassalage was more eséegtialpsz ut the principle of defining {
the technical term by means or-<document terms :ggains operative) (

and in this case they are all naméqﬂof practices and institg-

tions historicaily associated with the fief. Furthermeore,
, . v

they are all inco}porated into the historian's descriptive vo-

cabulary. "As has already'been noted, 'fief','for exagple, has

no simple translation equivalent in familiar terms, and no his-

s torical work/6£i§ny worth attémpﬂb a description of the insti-
. Vi f . .

tutionsoleﬁiighfiiiiiaf'terms. : - - .
N : -
. )
/o
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This example also demonstrates one way that the histori-

»

an!s vocabulary can be tied to document terms such that legiti-

mate definitional pppblgms with the latter lead to similar

/problems with the’former. He is faced with an historical com-—
munity and.historical period that, glven the evidence, to all
appearances have a differeﬁt political—soqial system than his
.own.sa What are the differences? The ability to answer that
question presupposes the ability to formulate an accurate de-
scription or characterization of the historical community,

h in furn presupposes the ability to interpret and construe
the evidence-— i.e., thé docuhents-—'which in turn presupposes

- the ability to settle questiorts concerning the meaning of docu-
mentary vocabulary. Those questions, as we have seen, are em-
pir}cal and caQ be settled only by evaluating‘v?rious hypo-

' theses inciuding definitional hypotheses. - In the logically
prior stages of his investigation the-historian can say that
the institdtion and the concept of the fief inform all of the
documentary evidence and therefore that Epey inf;;m anq char-

terize whatever form of social—poiitical organization med-
ieval Eurﬁﬁé‘a§klblts. He can attach the label tfeudalism® o
to it.  But since wWhatever he says about the meaning of‘!fief3
is tentative. and subject to rev1szon, whatever he says about
the meaning of 'feudalism' {is as well. The status of a defi-~

-intionai statement about an hisEbriograppically descriptive

term can never be as logically secure as the nominalist view

would treat it. . -
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3.3 On Behalf of Historiggraphical Definition: Conceptual

4

-\ Constraints Implied gxlthe‘ConceEg_gi ‘Meaningful Human

Behavior!
‘The practical argument is based on,JQ;;? historians

find they é;n and cannot do in practlce by way of interpreting

documents. The second anti-nominalist argument to be consi-~

".dered is perhaps more philbsophically forceful; that is, it

is a copceptual one. It ambun;s to an adaptation of.an argu-

ment Winch offers in The Idea of a Social Science and is one

based on a consideration of the character of meaningful human
beQavier and of social behavior. Once aqaly;ed, such behavior
is seen Lo deeand certain sorts of-reg;%ict%ons on how it is
to be described and_explained—— at_}eas;, this is what Winch

argues. Certain methodologicél implications then follow for

_the;§ocial sciences. These are not of paramount interest here

. &
of course. Historiography is, but it is almost exclusively

. g J : :
concerned with past meaningful human behavicr and with its

nistorical results. It is concerned with humans acting withimsr<

3

past social contexts. Therefore, wnhat Winch has to argue

abdut *the social sciences in general will,. as he himself note#,
X2+ o 54 ‘

apply a fortiori to histeoriography.

Winch's arguments serve’ to support two points of central

relevance to justifying the historiographical deflnltlonal

procedures outlined in Chapter 2 and labeled. 'hlstorlographl—

cal essentlallsm' earlier in. this chapter. Flrst, he argues

/*thEHEhe socxologlst's (or hlstorlan 's) c0ncepts.must be

IR
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developed with reference;to Ehs“agent's own oonceot~pf what
he was doing in,tﬁe behavior under investigation. He thereby
in effect argues for peint 1-- a logical connection between
the ﬁistorian's technical descripﬁive vocabulary and the docu-
ment vocabulary such that definition of the former involves

L]
reference to the latter. Thersecond poirt is not one-.he makes

directly; at leasﬁ, he presents no detailed grgumont,for it,
and I can find no clear statement of Ehe poiot,_alfhough sd@e
of the things he.does say can with liberal intérorétation be
construed as statements of the point. 'Nevertheless, certain
'55'115 c.lairns about the po.ﬁxﬁity of comparatib:nethod “in
sociology<and’historiography and certain implications of his
gemeral principles lead to an argument supporting point 2--
namely, that the historical agent's concept of what he was
doing, and hence the vocabulary he used to describe and tou
specify it, were his own in the sense that the historian can-
not expect to éxplicate such ccncepts wholiy by means of:gen-
eral or other concepts (or terms) with which the historian

is familiar as a member of a differént and subsequent his-

torical community. a e

Both these points taken together ar€ necessary as premises

im the arfgument, justifying historiographical essentiélism. ‘
The first point links the ﬁwo levels of vocabulary-- i.e.,
the historian s descriptive termlnology and the terminology

found in the documents. If definitional problems occur at

the iﬁggl of the latter, they will recur at the level of the
] . ..b L ’ .
‘ . ‘ ot
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former insofar "as definition of the former must make some

ceference to the latter. If explicating the meaning of docu-

m nt_vocabulary must io principle involve some reference to
logically privileged paradlgms, 15 definitions of document
- : terms represent emp1£f§al claims subject to revision in the
\ llght of further discoveries about the loglcally1?r1v1leged

paradlgms, then the same wlll ‘be true for explicating the

/ .
g\ : -meaning of tﬁ? hlstorlan's descrlptlve termlnology insofar as
~ deflniilons Of it must make reference to -document vocabulary.

The second point insures that explicating the meaning of f.
.doca?eqt ;ocabﬁlary involves the use ef logically priti}eged
paradigms in ways already discussed. If the document vocabu-
lary must be understood in the agent's own terms and cannot
be translatedientirely into general terms or terms familiar

4

te the historian as a member of a partlcular modern culture,
then in exp’lcatlng Ats‘mean1ng the historian must in princi-
ple make some reference to logical%y privileged paradigms
named or referred to er described Q -the documeAtﬁkerms in qpé;:h}
tion. The paradigms are histor‘cal institutions, pragtices,
cases of behavior, incidents, etc. known to be historicaldy
.tonnected to the document vocabplary. They are iogiegfly priv-
ileged in that if' they do not serve to 1llustrate wget the vari-
ous terms mean-— as examples or Instances-—- then nothlng does.‘
The process of drscoverrng.more historical detail d%opt them

and of revising previously held iﬁborre;t views about them is '

(\h,. intertwined with the process of discovering more and®more of

- ]

\ R AN

’
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what the document vocabulary means. It is to be expected that

- o i T

definitional problems of the sort explored in Chapter 2 will

-

recur regularly at the level of document vocabulary.

3.3.1 Necessary References ‘to the Historical Agent's Own

Concepts

\ . :
Winch establishes the first point-- the interconnection

-between the two levels of descriptive vocabulary-; by attacking
the following claim attributed t; Rafeto: "The sociologist’
must develop his own coricepts de névo and pay as little atten-
tion as possible to these ideas of the,perticipants."55 winch
argues to the contrery zhat the sociologist cannot properly/de—
velop his own concepts—- eis own technical terms—- without *
reference 'to the concepts of the.agents.whose behavior he .°
studies with the'aims of description and explanation. He Vargues:

Although the reflective student93s sociefy

may find it necessary to use concepts which | .

. are not taken from ¥he forms of activity he -
is investigating, gut which are taken rather. T -
from the context ofi his own investigation,-

F

still these technical concepgs of his will im-

ply a prev1ou§\understand1ng of ese other
concepts which _belong to the ac¥ivities under

investigation.

i

His example of 'liquidity preference' makes clear what he.'

“means by this. Economists have coined this .technical texm.

- ’ ‘
« Businessmen generally do not use .it. But -insofar as th

for-
)

A

mer use it to describe the behavior of tﬁe latter "it~4s logi-

;o cally tied ‘to concepts whlch do enter 1nt0 business act1v1-

ty." In other words, they deflne it by’ neference at least

in part to terms busiﬁessmen do use in conductlng their
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business. With regard to historiography, Winch would presum- _
ably be committed to blocking any Popperian move to partition
the historian's desér;ptive vocabulary frqm document vbcgbulary.
Although he expressly talks about concepts, rules and criteria
of i¢entifying one thing as being of the same sort as anothér,-
his claims have parallel implications for words and vocabula

ry
since these constitute one important way of expressing, repréc/

senting or embodying concepts.58

3.23.1.17 Meanincful Behavior as a Function of What the Agent

Understands Himself to be Doing ¥

The position Winch iays oﬁt in suppert of this c¢laim abouf
the connéction between the agent's and the sociologist'$ con-
cepts is constructed out of several related claims about con-
ceptual connéctions among meaningful human Ee@avior, rules,
social contexts, criteria of identity and difference between
two things, Having a concept, and.undérétanding what one is do-
ipgf ,it can be summarized a§ follows. _Meaningful human bé-
havior (behavior with a poinf to {t) is said ®o be behavior
that is (in l .

£

a loose sense) syﬁbolic in that engaging in it c¢com- -
mits the agent to subsecuently behaving in one way - rather than

*

r

others.a? To be committed to some sort of future behavior«<by . .

one's present actions involves applying rules to one's behavi-

or.60 That in turn is said to involve the application of a .’

-

criterion or sstandard to one's behavicr whereby one distin-
_ guishes between what counts as behavior of the sort dictated

61 .
by the rule and what does not. One's sodistinguishing means

~
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that one understands what is meant by 'the same kind'bf thing
.on the same kind of occasion',s? that one has a concept of
what one  is doing, and fhat one understands what it would be
;ike to act diff_efently.63 |

l Winch gives the notioh of'a rule a central place in his:
positiony Meaningful behavior is said to be rule-governed in
that it is only by reference to rules, which determine or spe-
cify the sort of fuég;% action to which one commits oneself by
engaging in present behévio;, that one can speak of one's be-
ing committed at all. One reason Winch appears t& emphasize
Ehis notion is that he wants to make out a further connection
ﬁetween the above clpster of notions ;gsociated withtmeaniﬁgful
behavior and the notion of a social context. Rules are said
to be possible only within a social situation.6d A rule deter-
minés how any person of a specified sort in specified éircum-
stdnces 'is to behave. Thus rules are social in their scope; -
They are meant to be applicable to others. On the other hand,
societies and social situations are said to be possible only
insofar as they embody a>system of rules.6S

' Since Winch is primarily interested in a critique of cé;—
‘:;EB aspects of sociblogy.and the other social sciences, the
connection between meaningful behavior an% social éontexts
(if correctly established).serves him well with respect to
the conclusion about the relatﬁonship between sociological con-

cepts and those of the agents studied. The sociologist is,

: Coes : : : 66
ex nypothesi, interested in social behavior. He must



therefore regard it as ruleééoVerned and must not describe it
or explain it in a way that conflicts with what is involved in
the application of a rulé.67\ The argument sketch about the
concepis that are tied ko the concept of meaningful behavio;
leads to the following intermediate conclusion: In rule-
governed behavior the agent has a concept of what he is doing—~
i.e., he has an undérstanding of the criteria according to
which his activity is to be classified és being of the sort

it is. If the sociologist classifies it a;cogding to criteria

©f which the agent has no understanding, then insofar as the
. &

—f

behavior is of that sort, it is not rule-governed and hence
-not social.68 It is therefore ouside the socioclogist's area
_df‘interest and p;gSumably cutside his avowed area of compe-— \h
-tence. VWinch's argument would require the sociclogist in fo{~

mulating his descriptions "to take seriously the criteria

. 2D
which are applied for distinguishing 'different! kinds of ac-

tions and identifvying the 'same' kinds of actions within the
R . . J €9 . . .

way of life he is studying.” Taking them seriously means

. treating them as the ones "which specify what is to count as

'doing the same kind of thing' in relation to that kind Qf

-

s 70 s .
activity." For our purposes that amounts to a claim that

one must use the descriptive framework of the agents them-

selves. additions to descriptive vocabulary cannot be made

.arbitrarily vis~3-vis the agent's vocabulary. They must be

-~

logical extensions-of it. T
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To get clear about how Winch's argument works is to get
clear about what he means in claiming that in'meahingful_hu-
man behavior the agent has a concept of, and understands, what
he is doing. The understaﬁding_he writes of is not a process
which mefely accompanles the agent's behav;oré- 'something else
the agent does‘while he engages 1in the behavior in cuestion
such that he could rail to understand what he does even while
continuing to deo it. It is ﬁot'analogous‘td a running commen-—

"tafy on hls own behavigr of the sort that a potter might de-

. "\ -
liver to an onlooker everNwhile throwing pots on the wheel by

way of demonstrating what h ig saying. The understanding with

which Winch 1s concerned is constitutive of the agent's be-
5avior. I; is a‘necessary cg%dition of the agent's doing what-
ever it is that he is doing. oo

Therefore, in analyzing Winch's argument one can speak
of two levels of understanding or of two senses in which the

Rl
agent can be said to understand what he is doing. O©One makes

-

this dist?gétion between two levels with the proviso that the
\
two may in prgctice shade into each other. First, there is
.what I term constitutive understanding, of which mﬁre must be
said sﬁortly. Then there is what Winch terms reflective un-
derstanding, which is not integral to what is beihg c:lo:rne."“:L
It is the result of the agent's thinking about or reflecting
upon what he is doing or has already done;72 The result of

that reflection may be misunderstanding or a lack of under-

standing of what he is really doing or has done as well as

AL >
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a correct understandiﬁg‘of it. The agent may misdescribe
what he 1s doing or has done, or he may simply be unable to
begin to describe it even while engaging in the behavior in
question.73 That he has in fact accomplished 6r done what-
ever/.he has misdescribed and reflectively misﬁnderstood is
pe;fectly intelligible. Reflective understanding may or may
not accompany the agent's actions.

Thefbasis of Winch's claim abﬁut constitutive understand;
ing is an analysis of behavior where the agent's engaging in
it "commits"™ him ?9 engaging in furtner action of a specified
sort or a rénge of specified sorts. One exampie he considers
is drawn from Weber. It is that of the reader slipping a book-
mark between the leaves of the book at the place he has just
stopped reading as he temporarily sets the book aside.74
This piece of behavior is said to commit him to taking up the
bock again at some future time and to beginning reading on the
pPages between which the mark rests. His being so committed
does not mean phat he will in fact do it or that he must do
it. It only entails, it is said, that his not doing it would
call for special explanation such as that he forgot about the
book or that he changed his mind about finishing it or that
he had forgotten what he had already read so he began over
again. In cther words, Winch is saying that the person's be-
ing committed to a certain-action entails that his not perform-
ing it would be a matter of his failing to perform it and that

special circumstances or conditions or changed considerations

7



obtain. )

Winch séys in one place that meaningful behavior is be-'
havior with some point to it»TS One might(say that it is to
the point of his behavior that the agent is.éommitted. But
what 1s 1t that so commits him? Winch in effect has two ans~
wers to thatAquestion. ée is so committed insofar as he is
currently following a rule and insqfar as he carries on what
he does as a matter of course. Boéh answers serve to show
what Winch might mean in arguing that the agent's understand-
ing of what he does makes his behavior the kind it is.

‘The first answer is the one Winch really wants to empha-

size. He says: "I can only be committed in the future by

what I do now if my present act is the application of a

§

1:1',tle=_~."'6 Rules, so to speak, lay déah\iieps to be taken prior
to their actually being ta]-:en.77 Following a rule is commit-—
ting oneself to those steps prior to gctual‘f performing them.
My further behavior Is laid out for me as'é onseqguence of my
performing my present act. Winch draws on mathematical exam-—
‘ples to illustrate.T éupposethath1sequentiallyuttering the
words 'two'and 'four' I am appiying mathematical and linguis-~
tic rules involved in counting by twos. I thereby commit my-
self to next uttering 'six' and so on. Insofar as I am count-
ing by twos when I utter 'four', I lay out in advance my next
moves and am thereby committéd to them.

One possibiiity for failing to do that to which I am com-

mitted is to make a mistake in what I am doing. According to

S



Winch, following a rule is logicglly tied to thé boss?bility
of makiné a mi;take becéuse the further steps laid éown by the
rule constitute what counts as the correct way to continue the
‘activity in which one is engaged in following the rule.79 To
make a move or to take a step not allowed for by the rule be-

| .
ing followed is to deviate from the correct way. Lhere are
!J/ .
of course other possibilit@psb?or failing to take further
' * Sl
steps to which one is committed besides making mistakes. One
could stop doing what one was doing, or one could modify what
one was doing and therebymodify the rules one is following.
There are other possibilities as well, some of which I men-
tioned earlier in connection with the bookmark example. Winch's
point is 'that the set of such possibilities always includes
that of makinrg m' stakes because of the connection between
rules and correctness.
Following a rule therefore involves distinguishing between
ways to do what is being done or to continue doing it and
o

o . K ¢ .
other ways of behaving which would not count as correct but

which are nevertheless possibilities for the agent. It in-

S
i

golves a crasp of criteria for sorting out one's possible fur-
ther beﬁav;or into two or more classitications. For the fule
follower éo distinguish between correct and incorrect ways to
carry 6n what he is doing he must have some concept of what
count as correct further moves as opposed to incorrect ohés;
that is to say, he must have some concept of nhow to carry on

) 80 ¥ d
correctly whatever ne 1s dolng now. !



The force of Winch's argument about constitutive understand-
ing now becomes clearer. He focuses on behavioé which in or-
der to be performed necessitates the agent's being committed
to some further behavior. 1In order to mark one's place in the
book with‘a bookmark. one commits oneself to certaln subsequent
actions with regard to the book and the mark. If there is no
s;ch commitment; then whatever iE is one is‘doing with the
mark, it is not marking one's place with it. He argues in ef=-
fect that such commitment 1is possiblé only if the agen{ has
some grasp of that to which he is committed as the right way
to carrvy on what he started by e5gaging in the original behavi-.
or ihat so commits him. And to grasp the rzght wa? of carrying
on the activity in cguestion implies aﬁ understanding of the
original commitment engendering behavior. The crite;ia he
has for sorting out further behavior are based on cg%gect and
incorrect wavs of carrying on what he is doing at present. So
these same criteria provide a basis for sorting ocut the pre-
sent behavior as well. Since his grasp of these criteria is
const&tutive of his commitment anrd his commitment is consitu-
tive of his present behavior's being the sort of meaningful

. ’ ’
behavior it is, then his grasp of criteria for classifving his
present behavior is constitutive of 1it. )

Winch's first answer to thé‘qu%§tion concerning the nature
of the agent's commitment serves to support his arcgument fo es-

tablish the connection beiween the agent's understanding and
. X

the possibility of meaningful behavior. His second answer
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serves to support an argument to establish a distinction be-

-

tween this constitutive understanding and what Winc

flective understanding. 1In effect it arises t of an anal

sis of what is involved in following a rule and amounts to a

1

more fundamental answer than the first one. Had Winch empha-

A

sized this second answer instead of the first one, he might

have avoided making the contentious claim that 2ll meaningful
béhavior is rule—éoverned. It is not an answer that he might
like to give independently of the first one, but it will be
cons%gered as such here.

winchequotes Wittgenstein on following a rule as saving:

"Thne rule can only seem to me to produce all its conseguences

in advance if I draw them as a matter of course. As much as

.
-

. . s 1
it is a matter of course for me to call this colour 'blue'."8?
Winch fastens on this notion of carrying on what I am doing
as a matter of course to explicate the notions of meaningful

. ) %
behavior, of its commitments, and of following a rule. The

>

commitment to fﬁrther behavior engerdered by perfoﬁﬁing a cer-—
tain action is said to be a matter of the further behavior's
being among the steps of the way one carries on the activity
or action in question as a matter of course.

The point being made is that it is a matter of the way
one performs the action and the way one follows it up rather
than a matter of formulating plans or intentions or resolutions

or promises to act in a certain way in-the future. The agent's

being committed is not a matter of his being able to articulate



accurately or precisely in so’mahy words the further behavior
to which he commits himself. It is not a matter of his being
able to spell out in-so many words é rule he may be folldwing.
The constitutive understanding that makes the commitment pos-—
éible, therefore, is not to be construed as a matter of the
agent's being able to formulate an accurate description of the
further éctions to which” he understands himself to be committed
nor to describe his present actions which have so committéd
nim. It is primarily a matter of his performing actions to

which ne is committed and of Zehaving in certain ways when he

[

fails to do so. It manifests itself primarily in the way the

agent behaves rather than in what ne says about what ne is do-
¥inch does not explicitly analyze what is involved in
carrying on an activity as a matter'of course, but] it is such
a2 familiar notion that perhaps he does not have ta. t does
not inveoive the agent's automgtically periorming certain ac-
tions beéause, as has already been argued, it is always pos-
sible to deviate in one way or another from the way one car-
ries on the activity in guestion. Making a mistake is one
such possibility, but we are all aware of what it loocks like
when one does this, recogrizes the mistake, and.carries on
by correcting it. Althougn not automatic, one's behavior is
systematic in & certain way. The same is true in cases where
one leaves o?f'what one is doing, makés other unrelated moves,n

R - - - 8 . . .
and then picks up later where one left off. ? The point is
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[

that where the agent carries on as a matter of course, should
ne deviate from the way one carries on as a matter of course,
.he will as a matter of course get back on track. It is

through the systematic mature of his behavior that the agent
) *

shows that he distinguishes between ways one does and wavs

one does not carry on the behavior in cuestion as a matter of
S

course. Understanding either one's own or someone else's be-

havior in a constitutive sense is, as Winch says, "being

brought to the pitch of himself going on in that way as a
83
matter or ccurse."
“hether one concentrates on behavior that commits the

agent to further action because it involves his applving and

following a rule or whether one deals with the probably mdre

.

inclusive class of behavior which invelves further commltments
Decause 1t is behavior that is carried on in a certain way as
a matter of coﬁrse, it is clear that Winch's argument has wide
applicability to hisforv. Much of the pehavior ‘with which the
historian4isconcerned'iscarriedcwzaccordiﬁg to socially re-
cognized rules-- some of them forﬁally recoanized, others &

matter of unwritten and perhaps even unspoken custom., If

-

Winch's argument is sound (which it seems to be), the histori~
an must respect and take seriously the acents' own concepts

or what they were doing in such cases. Since it is those

.

concepts tnat make their actions the sort thev are, he must

frame his descriptions of their actions in terms of their

concepts or in terms of technical concepts defined with

* .
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reference to them. ™~

‘

3.3.1.2 How to Take 'the Agents' Concepts Seriously ’

The historian's use of the agents' own concepts does

not mean that ‘he need accept any of their descriptions of
thelr owr actions and 51tuatlons at face value, let alone .

their descrlptlons of COﬂtenporarles or predecessors.84 Nei-

-

ther need he accept at face value any agent's formulations of

the rules being iﬁllowed. Besides the usual possibilities

- - -

©f fraud and insinCerity there are other possibilities which

-

the historian must allow for. Winch's atgument'in no way
o -

holds for the acent's nav;ng to reflectively understand what
he does. At this leve} of understanding he may well misun-
derstand Qhat ne did. There are many possibilities for such
misundersténding. One often describes behavior ﬁn‘terms of
what the agent achieves, and he can of course be mistaken .
about what actualily resulted from his actions. One can also ™

. - . . . g S . .
describe dctions in terms of the agent's intentions, and

Winch's argument says nothing about these. It allows for

.“-_

the - DOSSlblllty of an acewt's belng mistaken about them and
even for the possibllities of self-deception and wishful think-
ing.. There is no implication of the agent's having the last
word in the description of his actions.

However, the arqument does regulre that the hlstorlanr
accord a certain privileged status to the terms in whlch the

agent's se_‘-descr;ptlons are framed in the documents. This '

i1s so especially in the case of descriptions that arise in@
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the course of and as a part of carrylng out act1v1t1es aspects

of which they descrlbe. Many - of our act1v1t1es depend not

only on our making distinctions essential to carrying thém

on as a matter of course but also on our verbally marking

some of those distinctions as a matter) of course. In these
. . . L o
cases Ehe constitutive understanding of what. one does shades

»

into a reflectlve understandlﬁg of what one does. For exam-

ple, in order to do the week s shopping I may have to announce

to the man behind the counter that I am looking for a cross-

rib roast (as opposed to loitefing, just‘looking, killing

time, af wanting to buy fish ot cheese).‘ Consider 32§%off_

ment as a more Hlstorlcal example. In order to enfeoff a
vassal a feudal lord had to do several things including ut-
tering words that could be used to describe what he was doing.

Such descriptive terms appear in many historical documents of

2. legal nature as well as in letters and narratives recording
. N A .

what peeple said on given occasions. - The terms that occur in
such documents are indicative of some of the concepts in terms
©f wnich the agents understood their behavior in a wav that

constituted it. Such terms are the starting point from which

the historian builds his descriptive vocabulary.

\

The privileged status accorded to such terms does not \\

mean an authoritative status accorded to every instance of

-

their use. in the documents and certainly not to every instance

Hy

of their descriptive use therein. Just because it is recorded

[N
3

some chronicl® that Sir Brian has announced that ﬁe iS
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enfeoffing Sir Geoffrey with the castle at Yardwick, this

does not mean that thg historian must so describe Sir ﬁrian's
acéions. Besides the usual poésibiiities of mistakes in the
reﬁording and of fraud on the part of the‘participants, there

is also the possibility of mistakes on their part. Perhaps

one of them neglected or forgot parts of the enfeoffment pro-.

cedure, of which the pronouncement was only a part, such that
no enfeoffment actually occurred. Or perhaps one of them ‘
broke off the proceedings for other reasons. Finally,;sir
Brian may even have been modifying the rules Qf enfedgfment
in this particular transaction such that “what he and Sir
Geoffrey did was no longer recognizable as enfeoffment but
more resembled the sale of real estate.’ This could happen
if Sir Brian indicated at the time that he was granéing Sir
Geoffrey rights of disposal ovef thé property not normally

¥ granted to vassals being.enfeoffed. 1In sé;E;’of ir Brian's
pronouncement, inord;r to establish the accuracy of a de-
scription of what happened as enfeoffment, one would have to
look to subsequent actions on the part of the agents and to
how they_conductéa themselves as a matter of course in their
subsequent relat%ons with each other and with other agents.
Nevertheless, the.final assessment of what Sig Brian acﬁually
"did should be in terms familiar to him. For example, one

might conclude that it was a fraudulant.enfeoffment or a

feignég-one'or‘an abortive one or a modified one.
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Nor does the pr}vileged status accorded thg_agent's terms
mean that the historian is limited to the termsroccurring fé
Sir Brian's pronouncement. For one thing, he is.a member of
a whole-cbmmunity’with a set of practices with which he may
be assumed to be familiar-— practices connected with enfeoff-
mént. For example, a vassal owed certai% duties of aid and
counsel (auxilium and consiliua) to him who enfeoffed him as
well as a general obligation to‘maintain fealty, which in-
vokﬁed refrainime from Fertain possible actions prejudicialm\?
to his lord's interests.85 On the basis of the evidence the
historian could conceivably apply to Sir Brian's behavior anv
©of the terms any of his contemporaries used in describing the
customs, institutions and practices of his day and aspects
thereof. For example, the historian might decide that Sir
Brian's enfeoffing Sir Geoffrey constituted- a Dbreach of his
duties of feélty to his own lord whether or not Sir Brian ad— 
mitteé this to be the case at all.

For another thing, Winch's position does not commit one
to holding that agents within a community must.ﬁerbally mark
all the important distinctions thev make in carrving on‘their
social practices. It may be that many social practices depend
on agents making distinctions while not taking too much notice
of them. Indeed, if many recent social critics are t0 be be-
lieved, this is true of much of our own behavior inyolving

.relationships between the sexes for example. To take full

notice would render the practices and the distinctions more
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susceptible to critical attention, which might lead to judge-
ments that they are not good or worthwhile or mo;ally pérmis—
sible. In such cases the practice would‘fa%ter,fso the dis-
tinctions must not be carefully mérked in words if the prac-
tice is to continue. In any case of behavior it is doubtful
that the agent must describe all the distinctions he makes in
carrying on in the way one carries on in order to so carry on.

Nor is it clear that he must have access to a language that

- marks them all.

This leaves the historian plenty 6f room to coin descrip-
tive vocabulary to mark distinctions that the agent did not
mark in.his vocabulary in so many words, but they must be
distinctions of which the agents had some understanding and
recognition in the constitutive sense. The onus is on the
historian to show by an examination of the way agenté carried

on their behavior as a matter of course that they did have a

grasp of the concepts marked by the technical vocabulary.‘“"“\\\\j
The evidence for how they carried on lies in the-éocuments;so

N

“

the historian's task here will involve showing how the pro-
posed technical distinctions fit‘into, are consonant with,
and are extensions of the distinctions marked by the document
vocabulary describing aspects of the practice or set of prac-
tices in guestion. This is reguired since all the distine—
tions-- techrical and document distinctions—— are supposed to
be involved in thé\agents? distinguishing the wéy cne carries

on the practice in ?ue tion from the ways one.doesjnot.
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This requirement for establishing technical distinctions,
along with the previousiy noted fact that the evidence for
past practices is the documents, will mean that the historian
will wind up defining his technical terms by reference to
document terms and seeing that his userf these terms is con-
sonant with- the way the agents employed the document terms in
cuestion. The histqfian mﬁst take the agents;.térms seriously
in a way that will not allow a neat partitioning of the docu- (

ment vocabulary and the historian's own descriptive vocabulary.

3.3.2 Restrictions on Translating Document Vocabulary

3.3.2.1 Difficulties in Comparing Practices and Concepts

.

The second premise of the conceptpal argument-~- l.e.,

the claim that the meaning of documeng vocabulary cannot be
explicated gntirely by means of general t?;ms or other terms
familiar to thelhistorian as a member of ﬁis own histEHcal
community——rcan be supported by an argument deveioped through
a consideration and extensiop of remarks Winch makes about
Pareto's comparat€ve sociclogical method. The aim of the
method is to seek out behavioral features recurring in many
societies in order to explain their occurrence in any given

; . <o . . 86 . :
one by means of sclentific generalization. The method in-

S

volves a redescription of the particular practice or insti-

tution of a given community in terms that may be used to de-

scribe or redescribe other practices and institutions of-

other communities or socleties. One compares the practice

p=3
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.1n question wigk“others of similar description to look for
- * - . ‘
“similar fungftions, patterns of development, etc. to serve as
the basis of scientific neralization. The generalization

is then used to explain, further practices that are found to
o~

be describable in terms covered by the generalization. Winch

understands Pareto's initial redescription of the practice or
institution subject to comparison to proceed without regard

to whether the agents in question would regard their practice

or institution as being similar or dissimilar to the other

bractices of other communities that are describable in the
T .

same terms.

Winch objects to Pareto's method insofar as it vzolates
his (Winch's) principle that it is the agents' understanding
of their own behavior that makes FE the sort it is. Their
constitutive ‘understanding of it ;p olves their distinguishing
prober from improper ways of carrying on their practices as
as a matter of course in the very course of engaging in those
.practices. 1In other words, it involves their making judge-
mernts of similarity and dissimilarity between what they-do
and other possibilities for conducting\themselves in the situ-
ation in question. ‘Any 6éscription of thelr practices must
be couched in terms whose meaning is based on distinctions
the agents themselves drew-- on their own judgements of identi-
ty and differeﬁce. Pareto is avowédly making comparisons of
social practices (i.e., of meaningful behavier): vet the first

step of his procedure involves his ignoring that feature of
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the pfactice essehtial to its being meanipgfu1.87 Therefore,

his procecdure can be c:iticizeﬁ%as one inveolving conceptual

confusion. . | ’
The example Winch discusses to make his point is Pareto's

analysis of the Christian rite of baptism.88 The discussion

centers around the problem of its explanation, but that prob-

lem is approached through a redescription of what one does

wnen one baptizes soméone such that the further description

explains the action as originally specified. The Christian

would expand on the original specification by saying that

the practice involves the removal of original sin. For vari-

ous réasons this does not satisfv Pareto. Hé-§eems td reguire

a further description that is applicable as well to practices,

of other religions such that they and baptism may all be said

to be of the same type. On the assumption .that there is such

a type, he compares baptismrto the rites of other religioné .

and believes he finds a significant similarity between it and

certain pagan rites‘involviﬁg the use of lustral water to puri-

fy the believer. According to nim, irréspect;ve of what either

the pagan or the Christian believes or understands himse}f

to be doing in performing the'se rites, one description that a

applies to both is that each involves the restoration of the

individual's‘integrity. This is supposed to be the behavioral

feature recurring in both societies. :

Winch replies: "A Christian would stren 6usly deny that

the baptism rites of his faith were really the same in character
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as the acts of a pagan sprlnkllng lustral water or sacr1f1c1al

w89

blood. Since it is the agent's criteria of similarity and

dlfference that make the practice the sort it.is as a piece
of meanlngful behavior, Pareto's cla551f1catlon of baptism
along with lustral rites~-~ a classification which cuts against
the Christian's—- is arbitrarily imposed. "It is not open to
him I?aretq] arbitrarily to impose his own standards [of com-
parison] from without."90 To do 'so produces a distorted de-
scription insofar as it implies %that the Ch;istianfghared cri-
teria of idéntity and difference with o;hef'communities~of
agents to whose practices one also appliés the same terms of
description. Yet the Christian understands his own criteria
in a way that implies he does not-share such criteria wikh
the pagan, and the way the Christian sorts out what counts as
being similar and different with respect to the practice at
issue determines the sort of practice it is.

Now Winch's 2all too brief remarks on this example and
orn Pareto's comparative method could suggest that he holds
two views which I do not think he does hold and which, Jg}e
he to hold them, he ought to want to disgyow after careful re-
flection. First, he seems to‘be saying.lhat the Christian's
denying any similarity between baptism and lustral rights is
sufficient to render senseless any redescription of the two
in the same terms. Second, he might be read as saying that
any comparison of Christian practices to pract"es drawn from

other religious communities is senseless and improper and
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suspect. It is important to see why those of his principles
so far discussed commit him to neither of these views and why
they indeed imply views to the contrary_of them before one

goes on to discuss what he i1s committed to by virtue of his

-

principles.

Winch appears to hold that a Chﬂgstian's saying that
baptism and lustra; rites had nothing in common would conclu-
sively show this to be so. Unfortunately such.a claim would

violate the careful distinction I have made between constitu-

tive and reflective understanding as™well as violating common

sense. No historical agent can be given the last word on how
nis behavior should be described. Much of Winch's own analy-
sis about what is involved in meaningful behavior invqlves
concentrating on the manner in-ﬁhich the agent behaves rather
than upon what he says about it. The spirit and letter of

his analysis go against lending the agent's pronouﬁcements

the autho;ity he seems to lend them in his criticism of Pare-
to. There are many possible respects in wrikeh the two religi-
ous rites could be similér or different. One should not sup-
pose that any Christian would have had a chance to reflect on
all of them. A charitable interpretation of Winch would not
read him as saying that the Chriétian's denial of similarity
means baptism and lustral rites cannot .be redescribed as Pare-
to wants.

Nor need Winch be read as arguing that baptism or any

other Christian practice is totally incomparable to any of
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the practices of any other religicus community. He need not
be read as denving the utility of any possible comparative pro-
cedure for undegstanding the practiceé of variéhs historical
communities in either historiography or sociology. While it

is true that he makes some cryptilc comments towards the end

of his book about "the manner in which a way of thinking and
the histor;cal situation to which it belongs form one indivis-
ible w‘nole"92 and about how the set of distinctions drawn by
such a way of thinking "nas to be understood in and for.it—

self,"93

it isnot clear exactly how these claims, if true,
would undermine the possibility of any meaningful comparison
of baptism to lu;tral rites. It is not clear how they would
pfohibit the comparison of two practices assoclated with the
two ways of thinking of two historical commun;ties as a means
for arriving at further understanding of each ©f the two prac-
tices where similarities between them could be found. With
}espect to the example of baptism and lustral rights, Winch
explicitly rejects comparison of the sort Pareto attempts,94
and this of course is not to reject comparison per se nor to.
reject all sorts of comparative method. .
Indeed Winch must allow for the applicability of some
sort of comparative procedure if he is to adhere to his prin-
ciple of the agents' judgements of identity and difference being
cqnstitutive of the practices and the behavior they encage in.

Where pagan and Christian confront each other and interact,

implicit in the behavior of each toward the other will be

<
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judgements-of similarity and difference between his own prac-
tices and way of life and those of the other. Comihg tounder-
stand what sort of practice baptism is (i.e., other wayg in
which it can be redescribed) will involve coming to understand
the way the Cnhnristian distinguishes it and other associated
Christian practices from the practices of other religions he
encounters. I do not mean merely the way he would describe
differences if asked by éhe sociologist or historian. I do
not mean that théosociologist or historian must take into ac-
count only the Chgistian's reflective understaﬁding ef the dif-
ferences. I mean that the? must take into account the distinc-
tions Implicit in and constitutive of the Christian's behavior
£oward the pagan and vice versa, and this wiii invelve the
historian and sociologist in comparison of the two practices.
One fault of Winch's discussion of the comparison of bap-
tism to lustral rites is the way it emphasizes the Christian's
reply to Pareto's claim about similarity and dissimilarityv.
Winch could still make his point in accordance with his prin-
ciples by reformulating the discussion of the example. It is
eagy to see ways in which the behavior of early Christians,
for example, involved a distinctién between baptism and pagan
lustral rites as being fundamentally diffefent. Tney identi-
fiéd lustral rites as a practice'belonging to someone else
and not as their own insofar as they refused to recognize one
whg nad undergone these, but not baptism, as a member of the

church and of the Christian community. He was not one of the
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saved, and different ways of acting toward nim were called
for than toward others of the saved. For example, they might
try to proselvtize him. Those who administered lustral rite;
might be shunned as evil, and Christians would refuse to par-
ticipate in these rites even if diven the opportunityv. )
This sense of fundamental ifferénce threatens to under-
mine the significance of Pareto's proposed redescription'of
both baptism and lustral rites in terms of the restoration of

.

integrity. It is true that 'integrity' is a term or concept
. , , o

found in the Christiants vocabulary, and therefore there is

nothing in principlé to render its use absu;d in a redescrip-

tion of baptism. The point, however, is that whatever sort

o: integrity the Christian might have understood baptism to

restore, it would have to count as very different from the

integrity he or the pagan judged lustral rites to restore,

b
h

indeed either could be said to have judged them to restore in-
tegrity in any sense of the word, As far as the Christian was
concerned, the pagan undergoing these rites remained less than
a whole or complete person. He was still in an impaired or
incomplete state spiritually. = This was because ne was .not
saved. He was still a.lost éoul outside the Christian communi-
ty. These distinctions were not matters fmerely) of the Chris-
tian's reflective understaﬁding of his beliefs and behavior.
They .are built into the sense of his behavior toward the

pagan {(e.c., attempting to proselytize him) and toward nis

N

A

\

felliow Christians.
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This much and more might be said about differences be-
tween baptism and lustral rites in accordancéfﬁith Winch's
principles of proper comparative‘procedure. éut more might
also be said, although it ¢oes unsaid ip Winch's account,
about similarities between the, two based on those same prin-
ciples. There is ample evidence in the behavior of early
Christian evangelists to pagan Europe,~fér example, that they
did judge pagan lustral rites to have important similarities )
to baptism insofar as they made great efforts to get pacgans
to stop practicing these bités”when converting them to Christi-

nity. In some cases they promoﬁed Daptism as a substitute
for them. Their actions and attitudes towards pagan rites
indicate that théy judced them to be competitors or rivals to
Christian ritual and therefore as siﬁilar in important ways
that’ swimming or bathing were not similaf‘tq baptiéh. The '+
judgements implicit in their behav}or indicate that to ‘some
extent they shared criteria of identity and di ‘Lererce in re-
ligious pracé@te with the pagans. Their way of sorting out
the similar and the dissimilar therefore was not exclusively
their own, and in particuiar they judged baptism and iustral
rites to be similar in some respect. ’

I do not know in what respects exactly the two rites can
be said tq be similar; I do ﬁot have the scholérly background
to pick a characterization of the two tnat coes justice to both.

And tnls does not matter as far as getting a grasp on the two

relevant pnlloaopnlcal points emergzng from the discussion goes;
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The first point is that the scholarly background ré#“-
guired to make comparisons and to lgok for similarities in-
Eludes a grasp of the historical conneétiohs, relationships
and contacts between the two (or more) communities whose prac-
tices or institutions are being compared. The scholar has
to have an understanding of the way agents of one community
related to and beha&ed toward agents of the other in order
to have an understanding of the judgements of identity- and
difference the agents themselves made with respéct to the
practices and institutions to be compared, since those judge;
ments were in part constitutive of them."Ihus the first
point 1s that meaningful and legitimate:coﬁparative p;ocedure‘

. is restricted to practices and institutions from commq;itées
that.share a common historical context or setting of conféct,

interéction and possibly influence. What is wrong wi huParetb's‘
comparative procedure is its ahistorical nature. ;Q;—;roceeds
as if he could compare practices regardless of théiﬁ:histori-
0 cal context and therefore regardless of the agents' Judgements
of identity and difference among the practlces comoared.'

In passing I draw attention to the relevance of this po*nt
to some unfinished business from the previous. cnapter-— namely,
the issue of the logic of 'feudalism'. .Does the term merely
connote relevant similarify of the case tb which it is applied
to the iogically privileged paradigm as the follower of Vol

taire might have it? Or does it connote membership in an his-

- -

torical system or family of which the logically privileged



'paradiéﬁ-is a central member 2s the second follower of Montes-—

quieu might have it? The conceptual argument being developed

here favors the second view.

- 4

The position held by the follower of Voltaire purpase-

- -~

rullv dlsregards the need to establish an historigcal context
, of compartson when looklng for relevant sxmllarltles between
16gh century Japan, for example, and medieval Europe between
the Loire and the éhine—— between the sho and/or shiki, for
-example, aﬁd the manor and/or Fief;gs 4e simply 'looks! at
the two sets of institutions for '51mL@ar1tles' without estab-
llsnlng how the agents themselves regazded and reacted to the
. institutioﬁs of the other. He is indeed forced to do this if

-

he 1s to compare some of the societies he wants to compare to

A

medieval Europe. Discove;ing evidence of contact and compari-
tive judgement on the part of medievaz Europeans and Japanese
of the 16th century could prove a difficult business. The
result is that*his-more farflung comparative efforts strike
many hardheaded historians as-being rather senseless or fruit-
‘less for really understanding the structure of either feudal

" Europe or the society compared to it.

The secoﬁdcfollower of Nontesquieu, on the other handg,

~

must abide by Winch's restriction on. comparative procedure
in applying 'feudalism' as an historical family concept. Being
a member of an nistorical family implies some sort of contact

‘ ‘.
and interaction with some other family members. Establishing

the existence of relevant similarities between a candidate for
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family membership and 6thér family memberg involves establishiqg
historicéi connectionsrbetwéen them and therefore involves es—;
tablishing an historical context for compariﬁg them, bocumen-
tary evidence of interaction and contact between the candidate
and established family members will likely involve evidence of
how various agents from one histqrical COmmuﬁity behaved tb-
Qard and interacted with the agents and institutions of other
historical communities. It will therefore be evidence of the
agenﬁs' evaluations of each other's practices and institutions.
The historian will be able to take the agents!? own_juggements
of identity anﬁ difference into account as a basis on wnich

to build nis comparison. Thus the second follower of lontes-
quieu commits himself to the use of comparative method in or-
der to look for féudal family resemblances but only in a2 well
defined historical context where it is possible‘to find evi-
dence of the agents' assessments 0of practices bei%g‘cbmpared;

The second point to emerge from the discussion of Winch's
treatment of Pareto is that there is always some respect (if
one can call it that) in which a'given practice, like baptism,
remains different from,.to the extent ©f being incomparable
to, practices drawn from other h}storical communities, no mat-
_ A,
ter now numerous the similarities among %hem appear to be
either on the basis of proper comparative method or otherwise.
I refer here to the fact that baptism, for example; is the
Qhristian's own practice whereas lustral rites are not a

practice of his. That is to say, they are not Christian, and
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it is. In this feépect the ;wo are fundamentally different.
To say this is to say that a Christian identified himself as a
member of a certainhcommuqity and distinguished himself from
many -individuals ne identified as membérs.of non=Christian
communities. The distinction between Christian and non-Chris-
"“tian was implicit in much of Eis behavior (not merely in ver-
bal responses to cuestlons about his 1dent1tv);§nd was in part
Constltut1ve of that behavior including baptism. . In other
words, what baptism is is in part a function of the Christian's
understanding of him elf‘and his fellow Christians as being
distinct from non-Cxiistian groups with which he comes into
contact. On the other hand, the way in which he distinguishes
himself from non-Christians like.pagans is in part a function

-

of the way he draws a distinction between baptism and lustral

rites. To the extent that what baptism is is a fungtion of
the diétinction he draws between Christian and non-éhristian,
it is fundamentally difffrent from any non-Christian pra;tice.
it is incomparable to thém insofar as it "is a practice belong-
ing to a particular group;- i.e., Christians-- and they do not
belong to that group. 'They cannot“be meaningfully compared

to baptism in this respect; there is no point.to ;omparing
them with respect to their being Christian. There is ex hy-

pothesli no possibility of finding similarity between them

and baptism in this respect since ex hvpothesis they are prac-

tices belonging to religious communities outside Christianity,

. and baptism is an example of a Christian rite.
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Moreover, the respect in which a given practice is in-
Ccomparable to practices drawn from other historicai‘communi—
ties~~ i.e., its belonging to pis;oricai community h—-- serves

as a possible qualification on thé’comparability of the prac-

- -

tice. in other respects to practiéeé of communities other than
h. It may be that both baptism:gaa lustral rites can be mean-
ingfu}ly compared and chargcterizéd as rituals of spiritual
purification, but the sense in which each purifies cannot be
the same. This is so because no éhristian would count a

Pagan who had undergone lustral rites as being épiritually
pure ehough to takgfcommunion, for example. He would not be.
spiritually pure enough to pérticipate as a full member of the
Christian community. To refer back to another example dis-
Cussed in Chapter 2, it may to some extent be informative to
say of both ancient Athgnian'and hodern Canadian governments
that the& are democratic. 2Roth involve popular iplf-rule.
Nevertheless, should Trudeau attempt to hold a réferendum in
wnich the voting public would be restricted along Athgnian
lines, among other ways, in excluding women, the atteﬁpt yéuld
be resisted as’ being undemocratic and unCanadian. 'For-him

to attempt to justify the move by arguing tﬁat this would
indeed be a democratic way of holding a referendum because
this is the way they defined the voting public in ancient’
Athens would be for him to invite the reply thatAwe are Can-
adians, not‘ancient Atheniars, and that the sense in which

-
we are democratic is different from that in which they were.
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We have our own democratic procedures. Likewise the Christian
counts baptism as spiritual purification in his own sense of

spiritual purification.

3.3.2.2 Comparison on the Basis of Historical Context and

Definitional Problems with Document Terms

Given these two further philosophical points emerging
from a discussion of the implications of-Winch's position,
;t remains to be seen how they bear on the thesis of interest—-
namely, the thesis that document terms cannot be translated
entirely into general terms or other terms familiar to the
historian as a participating member of a modern community.

The principle re§tricting meaningful comparative method
to practices drawn from communities with established or sus-

L}

pected historical connectlion is crucial for understanding ‘the
[V
nature of definitional problems with document terms. Suppose
a medieval .person spoke of Sir Brian enfeoffing Sir Geoffrey.
The ﬁistérian's explication oi the meaning of 'enfecoffing'
may well commit him to describing Sir Brian's action in the
terms used in the explication. Consider the possibility of
explicating the term by translating it into modern terms used
by the historian to describe the practices and ingtitutions
familiar to him. Des;ribing'Sir Brian's actions in these
ferms implies that his behavior is comparable to that involved
in modern practices and institutions. But Winch's principles

Gisallow such comparisons except. where they are based on the

agents' judgements of identity and difference between the
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practices compared. Since. Sir Brian and his éontemporaries
are long dead, they will have had no possibility of confront-
ing moderﬁ practices in order to make such judgements. We,
on the other hand, confront the practices of Sir Brian's day
only through the documents, the translation of which:is at
issue nere.

Similar.remarks can be made forlthe possibility of trans-
Iatlng tenfeoffment' into general terms which c¢ould in princi-
ple be descriptively applied to behavior from any historical

community of any nistorical era. Winch's principles call into

guestion the sense of holding a practice or institution to be
comparakle to any other institution or practice regardless of
whether the agenté involved ever had any historical contact.
Construed in this fashion the principle mav seéﬁ to make
translation of the documents an impossibilitv. It might seem

-

ti/tall into question even apparently harmless transiations
oF document terms thét routinely get rendered as 'sleeping'

or 'eating'. And were tﬁe documents discovered and inter-
preted 'in an nistorical wvacuum, this wou;d be so. rowever,
documents are interpreted in the light 6} knowledge of other
documents which are parts of whole historical series and tra-
ditions. iiistorical series of documents are produced by suc-
cessions of hiétorical communities wnere agents often make
judgements comparing thne institutions and practices of ihmedi—
ate predecessors with their own; Through chains of com&arison

-

the historiar has a basis in principle for comparing modern
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and medieval practices. If B judges his p?actices similar to
A's, and C judges his similar to B's, and D judges his simi-
lar to C's, and so on, then someone at the énd of the line
with evidence concerning the various bases on which each of
tne various prior judgements had been made would be in a posi-
tion to make some judgemént about similarities between“his

own practices and A's. 1Insaiar as éhe nistorian or philolo-
gist can place the source of a document-within an historical
tradition, he can in principle make use of a whole series

of comparative judgements of nistorical agents of succeediﬁg

generations to verify his explication of some document term

as 'eating' or 'sleeping'. o ; e

The case of 'enfeoffment', . however, 1s qulte different.
Tn 877 Charles the Bald in preparation for an invasion of
Italy issued a promulgation confirming the succession of a

son to his father's fief upon the death of the lattef.96 This

was done to reassure éﬁose of his vassals fulfilling thelr
.military obligations in the invasion force. It is also evi-
dence of a judgement on Cnharles' part that-~the iﬁstitution

of the fief was no longer guite the same as it was a genera-
tion.befdfe. In West Francia fiefs were not originally a
form or heritable propefty. In Charles' generation they were
rapidly becoming so.. His promulgation manifests a compara-
tive ‘judgement about practices of that tiMe and shortly be- °

fore, and at the same time it plaved a role in establishing

‘the new practice of heritability and in distinguishing it



from prior practice.

Other pieces of documentary évidenée from succeeding
centurigs manifest judgements of differences between whqt
was béigé'done when A(enfeoffed 5 and what was peing done in
the preceding generation whén X enfeoffed Y. The-sum of
these judgements indicate that although lords and vassals
of the ninth century to a certain extent shared an under-
standing of what enfeoffment involved with those of the four-
teenth, it was shared only to some.extent. Their understand-
Eng of the concept was also to an extent exclusively their
OWnN. |

Discontinuities become even more radical when one con-~
siders the judgement of 18th century revoiutionaries concern—
ing the feudal survivals of the medieval world. They judged
that world and the principlés and distinctions on which it
was based to be completely contrary to the world they aimed
to build. They defined their practices in part by contrast
. to what they judged to bé feudal practices, including those
practices and institutions associated with the fief and the
manor that still survived in France and elsewhere in Western
Europe. The weight of this tradition of historical compara-
tive judgement pulls one towards the conelusién that the fief
is of a radicallyv different character from our médern insti-
tutions aﬁd practices.

This is not to say that there can be no similarities be-

tween the fief and modern institutions, and it 1s not to say
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that the ﬁistorian can make no use of familiar terms in ex-
plicating what Sir Brian meant when announcing that he was
enfeoffing Sir Geoffrey. Even though the 18th century revo-
lutionary prornounced his ldeal world to be antithetical in
character from the old cne, one must look to the ways he ac-—
tually behaved for the implicit judgements of idgﬁtit? and

E Y
difference that count in the end. The revolutionary age was

"actually built out of the compromises of the revolutionary
with the reactionary and the conservative. History usually
maintains some continuity.

-

evertheless, the weight of judgement of successive gen-

-
1

erations of histofical'agents is such that theuhistdrian can-.*
not take for granted what those similarities are. He cannot
take for granted the extent to which and the way in which the
Criteria of identity around which feudal practices were con-
stituted are shared by modern aégﬁts carrving on their own
practices. Given Winch's principles, the historian cannot
merely 'look' at feudal practices and compare them to modern
ones. The proper basis for compafison must first be estab-
lished. <This means.getting & grasp on what criteria are im-
plicit’in medieval practices and on the extent to which thg
historian as a modern agent shareéinmiisfamiliarwith them.
Establishing the proper basis involves a great deal of empiri-
cal work plac1nc the fief in the tradltlon of practices that

leads to-the historian's Oown~— a tradition which is one of

each age differentiating its Practices from those of the

Y
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preceding. Establishing the cumulative force and direction

of those differentiations is a matter of historiographical

and philological research into the criteria implicit in the
behavior of the agents in the’various stages of the tradition.
The resultwof the resgarch is a body of historiographical
theory always awaiting further testing and refinement in the
light of further evidence. Therefore, establishing the very
pasis for a meaningful comparison of the fief to modern insti-
Eutions and pradtices (or to those of any_other éra) and for

a8 description of it in familiar or general terms and concepts
nas the same character as establishing a theory about some
empirical matter;

-

.ieanwhile, some interpretation of the words.'fief' and..
'enfeofiment' is reguired in order to ih;erpret the docu-
mentary evidence as part of the very project just mentioned
or placing enfeoifment in the tradition of pracﬁices legading
to the historian's own. The required solution to the problem
involves defining the terms with reference to-a locically
privileged paradigm rather than in terms of familiar modern

i .
concepts and terms. Whatever else can be said about it,
'enfeoffment! means the practice carried on by certain indi-
viduals in a certain named historical commﬁnity as part of

o

their way of life. The term can be defined in terms of.other

ey -~

document terms the agents in question associated with it.
For example, holding a fief was associated in a certain way

with vassalage and fealty among other things. The historian
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explicates the first term by traciqg connections between it
. -

and' the other two, for which thp/édhe problems arise in prin- ,
'

ciple as those attending"enfﬁéffment[, All of them are de~-

fined in part by meéﬁs‘of_proéer names that help us pick out
the historical community whdée practices, and the criteria
of classification impl&ct gherein, are paradigmatic of what

N

is to be understood by the document terms at issue.

3.3.2.3 Uniqueness Qualifications on the Use of General
Terms

ilow obviously a medieval historian in fact has much more
to say about what was involved in enfeoffment than merely‘the
fact tnat it had certéin connections with Qhatever iﬁstitu—,
tions and Eehavior are marked by the other associated docu-
rent terms. iie also employs some.géneral terms and othe;
terms descriptive of modern practices. A fief is said to be
a form of property or a source of income or rights to certain
income. The same is true of other document terms used in ex-
plicating the meaning of 'fief'. Fealty is fiaelity. It may
Seem in faﬁt that the historian assumes he can in the end en-.
tirély explicate the meaning of problematic document terms in
general and other familiar terms afterall.

However, the second point implied by Winch's principles--
the point that a practice is always incomparable in its be-

longing to the'particular community it dces and that this in-

’
’

comparability can qualify-other respects in which it is com-

parable to other practices-- is relevant to appreciating the
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way historians eﬁploy thé general and other familiar terms -
they do_in interpreting document vocabulary. Where the hiS",;
torian doeétfind it informative to use some such term -as parf
of an explication of the meaning of document vocabulary-- that
is, wnere he has a Easis-for proper comparison and where he
finds similarity in some respect-- the familiar term is al-
ways applied withlthe proviso that it applies in the histori-
cal agents' own sense of the term. It»appiies in accordance
with their own understanding of the concept at issue. And
their.own sense ©of the term may or may not be shared to a
greater o; a lesser extent by the historian and nis contempo-
raries. The extent to which the‘éénse‘of the term with which
the hnistorian as a participant in a modefn:society is familiar~
is congruent with the historical agents' own ﬁgaefstanding of

the term or concept is of course established by examining the

evidence concerning the. agents' practices. 32ut even in cases’
- . ‘-" . A

A

: : - L A
where there is evidence of a lot of congruence, the faméika;j

term is never applied absolutely without the qualification

‘noted.

To appreciate the point being made here consider an ex-

ample of the sort already ceonsidered in\iiiif connectigns.

Consider the dictionary definition of 'feéglty'. Two defini-

-

tions are usually listed: first, "the fidelity of a feudal
tenant or vassal to his lord"”, and second, "fidelity, faith-

. . . i . . . .. 97
fulness". The first is the way an nistorian would define it.

It is not interpreted as being simply the equivalent)df -



fidelity-- a general concept-- or as simply being the equiva-
lent of any set of entirely general or otner familiar concepts.’

It denoted fidelity of a certain sort. In specifying what sort

. the historian does not coniine himseif to general terms. He
uses other problemati; document terms like 'vassal' or techni-
cal nistoriographical p:edicates like 'feudal', whose meaning

we have seen to involve referehce to logically privileged para-
digms. It was fidelity of a sort proper to the feudal communi-
ties of Medieval Europe.

I take this point to be part of the'%or e of Ceyl's re-
marks discussed ezarlier about the historian's description of
Louis XIV's government as a’monafchy. Geyl argues that the
notion of monarchy as applied by ﬁhe historian in this case
is vague apart from his detalled picture of what mgnarchy
was -like under Louls XIV. 'Kiné',-'monarch' and *‘monarchy!
are good equivalents for words the documents of the time use -
in describing the goverhment, but the nistorian mindful oé
Winch's principle would not want to presuppose that 'monafchy'
and associated vocabulary have the same heaning we familiarly
attach to it. ilence the studied vagueness of his meaning

that Geyl notes and that Sloch and Romein complain about.
The Qagueness is only to bpe found wﬁen the nisterian's defi-
nitidns,'translations and descriptions are measured against
standards requiring explications in familiar general terms.

In the case of 'fealty' there seems to be evidence that

the concept of the fidelity'owed by the feudal tenant to his



lord differs significantiy from our concept of fidelity.98 In
the case of ‘'monarch' as applieé to Louis XIV there may be
evidence that the French Qf'the time understood -the concept

of a king in substantially the same sense as we do today. The
- point, however, is that both the§e conclusions abouit congru-
ence beﬁween our concept and the historical agents' concepts,
would rest on a consideration of the evidehce-—:on an examina-
tion of the histeorical details‘concerning respective ways of
life and impo;}ant events inwhich the agents participated. And
the conclusjions can be changed with the discovery of further
details or in the light of new and better perspectives on the
currentlyknown details. 'So even where there seems to be con-
siderable congruence between, on the one hand, the sense in
which a cgeneral or cther familiar term is applicable to charac-
te;izing the ageﬁts* practice (i.e., to explicating the mean-
ing of a documentary term describing the practice) and, on the
other, the sense in which thé term is currently understood and
used, the historian should still maintain the qualification -ﬂ

.

on his application of the general term or other familiar term,

~

even if tacitlv. Louis XIV was a monarch in the sense of the

word familiar to him and nis contemporaries. The documehé
term 'roi' can be rendered as 'monarch' or 'king' in the sense
familiar to ageﬁts of the time.

The use of this qualificatioﬁ is especialiy appropriate

in cases of terms like 'democracy' where there exists strong

etymological and other historicalevidence of comnections between -

<



. 225

a document term and a term familiar to the historian. Thé evi-
dencé may indicate a tréditionlin‘which the document term
namgd'practices that were taken as a mddel for practices of
subsequgﬁt nistorical periods including the historian's own.
People in Revolutionary France, for example, attempted to
model their political institutions on ancient Athenian and
Roman Institutions and to understaﬁd what they were doiﬁg in
terms of thg}éjﬁient practices. The members of some modern
states also see themselves as 1in some way carrving on tradi-
tions started in these ancient states. These successors to
the ancienits often purposefully applied and apply a vocabulary
in part derived from that of the ancients to describe their
own practices. Given Winch's principles, where these succes-
sors understand thelr practices to be similar to those of the
ancients,‘their practices are similar. Insofar as these suc-
cessors take the ancients as models and identify themselves

with them, they would seem to understand their practices and

fn;titutions as being essentially similar to those of the

—~ancients.

e . Of course all this does not help the -historian specify’

“exactly those réﬁpects in which the institutions of successors
are similé} to each other or to the models. Since it is the
agents' const;tutivg understanding of similarities and dif-
ferences that ccuhts, the historian would be foérced to examine

the details of democratic practices and behavior of agents in

the ancient states and in all the successors in the tradition
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in order to figure out the ways in which all the praqtices in
the tradipion are similar by virtue of being democraric. And
any such definition of 'democratic' would, of course, suffer
the vléissitudes'br6ugh§ on by developments in historiographi-
cal research into any one of the members of tae tradition.
Still, eescribing all of the ihstltutions in the tradition
by the common term 'democratic' and related familiar pdliti- -
cal terms serves to call attention to the fact that all the
-1nst1tutlons in the tradition bear some. relevant and szgnlfl—-
cant similarities toLeach'other because the agents understoodgf-
them to be similar.  What those respects_are remains inescapa-
bly historiographically problematic. 3But the QUalification
that Athens. (or, Revolutlonarv France) was democratic in the
sense of the word understood by the agents of that time and
place allows the hlstorlan to contlpue to apply the term to
ancienf Athens (or Revolutionary France) even while being un-
sure about the ways in thch its'institutiona were signifi-
cantly slmilar to these of" modern democracies. The necessity
of gualifying his use of general and other familiar terms by
-the restrfetion that they apply in the sense_in whicH the
historical agents understood the’concept in gquestion is tied
to the hi%torian's-problems with defining and explicating both
decument and technical‘vocabulary. The definition of both
.remains‘inescapably problematic; and the definition of neither _
is feasible entirely in general and other entirely familiar

terms.
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3.4 Tge Unigueness Principle of Historiographiéal bescr;gtion
. Historiographical definitional procedurelstands vindicated
against the methodological nominalist's challengef It receives
a phi}osophical justification by way of the implication§ of ;
Winch's principles—- implféafioné which show there to be a R
connection between the nature of-what the historian studies
and the logic of the terms that must be used if what he studies
is to be properly and accurately described. Winch argues in_
effect {(though not in these Qofds) tﬁaé'the nistorical agent
tdefines' his own behavior and practices by the distinctions
he makes in the course of engaging in that'behavior. An in-
stance of self-defining behaviqr is the best exa%ple or best
case of whatever descriptive concept is appropriate for de-
scribing that behavior. It is a logically privileged’ para-
digm for a descriptive concept applicable. to it because by en-
gaging in that behavior the agent or agents have already drawn
the distinctions definitive of Lhe descriptive concept.
Winqp's arguments show why the historian is compelled to em-
ploy definitional procedures for his descriptive Vocabulary _
centered around the-uFe of logically privileged paradigms.’
Winch's arguments support a uniqueness principle of his-
toriographical description formulated as follows. An histori-
cal phenomenoh is to be considered. unique insofar as it must
be described in its own terms, and historians make the assump-
tion that important historical phenomeng are unigque in this

sense. The terms are its own in the sense that it is the
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logically privileged paradigm (or part of the logically privi-
leged paradigm) with reference to which they are defined even
while being descriptively applied to it. Such an historical
phenomenon is thereby one of a kind in that the descriptive
terms applied to it‘can be applied to no other historical phe-
ngmenon in the same way they are employed in descFibing it.

To see this in a schematic fashion, suppose that P is an

historiographical predicate used to describe h. in such a‘way

1
that its application to 'n1 is the logically privileged paré—
digm for the'way-it is being used in describing hi' Suppose
now that we Qant to apply P to h2 in the same way. pn the one
nand, that Lould require that we take h2's being P as the
pa}adigm case of the way we are now applying it just as we
toock the instance of descriptive application as the paradigm
case in the first case. But if we did that, our definition

of P's use in our description of h2'w0uld Qiffer from the

definition of the way we are using it in describing h Ac-

1:
cordingly we would have to conclude that we were not applying
it to h2 in the same way we applied it to hl' On the other
hénd, we mignht try to descriptively apply P to h2 whilé keep-
‘ing h1 as the logically privileged paradigm of its use in
this case as well as in the first. But then we would not be
applying P to h2 irn the same way as to h,l becausé éur appli-
cation of it to h1 was in the form of a claim that was true

a priori whereas its application to h2 will result in a claim

subject to revision on.the basis of further findings concerning
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similarities and differences between h., and h
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1 .27
General and familiar concepts Y and Z could only be used

in descriptiohs of h1 and in definitions of document terms

and technical vocabulary applied to h1 (the moves of defi-
nition and description have been argued to be too tightly
interwoven to be completely dlsentangled) where thev are under-
stood to be qualified as 'Y and Z as the agents in gquestion
understood Y apd Z2.' Their use would thereby conform to the
principle of understanding h, in its own térms, and ‘their use

in the case of h1 would be unique to it insofar as h was the

'loglcally privileged paradigm for defining what the agents

understood by the descriptive concepts applied to h1 or by

the concepts with reference to which the technical descriptive

concepts applied to h,l are defined. - B

What does this general talk aboﬁt historical phenomena
amount to in terms of some actual examples of historical unigue-
ress that have caught the philosopher's eve? Herder empha-
sized the unigueness of historical communiéies—- i.e., of
nations, peoples, societies and cultures. Insofar as the
agents belonging to such a community during a.given time had
their own way of understanding their behavior, an historio-
graphical accéunt-of their social strucﬁu:e as a whole or of
particular institutions or of events in their history will
involve descEiptiVe terms not applicable (at least not appliQ
cable in the same way or the same sense) to the institutions_

Ve,
or events of other historical communities. This will be so
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to the extent that such descriptions involve descriptions of
the behavior of members of that community. | .
This would not mean thast every particular event or insti-
tution or individual action would necessarily be absolutely
unisue in the sense of being describable in terms applicable
to no otﬁer other historical pthomenon in a similar way. 7Tt
might be_ that the event is to be described in terms similar
to those applicable to other episodes common to an inclusive
larger eventy it might be that.a particular institution is de-
scribable in- terms similarly applicable to other part1Cular
institutions and practlces belonging to a larger common system
or community of a given period; and it might be that an indi-
vidual action is describable in terms much the same as those
applicable to other individual actions pelonging to a common
tradition. iiistorical agehts may have applied the same terms
of their own to understanding their participation in numerous
events. Sir Brian may enfeoff Sir Géoffrey, and later on

Sir Geoffrey may in turn enfeoff Sir Gawain and Sir Rodney

on separate occasions. These separate instances might all be

conéidered as events belonging to the same logically privileged -

paradigm of 'enfeoffment', and they would be descriptively
unique relative to events and institutions of other hi;tori-
_cal communifies and other historical periods, although not
relative to each other.

On the other hand, some large scale or epoch making events
may well have to be considered absolutely unique. For example,

LR

4
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the French Revelution might be construed as a turning point-—-
a divide between historical epochs. The Frenéh of the time
might be held to have conceptualized and to have constituted
their revolutionary behavior as being radically different in
character from that of preceding generations. The rgaction
in turn to the Revolution-- a reaction-that occurred in France
anq in much of Europe and thét shéped much of European social
and political life-- may.have involved the members of this
large community and of its coﬁponent national communities in
some behavior and practices that they understood to be radi-
cally contrary to ?rehch revolutionary behaﬁior. Hence, one
might well have a case for arguing that the agents understood
their participation in this event in terms that do not applx
to subseguent revolutions in 1820 and 1848 and to revolutibns
elsewhere in Europe. The French Revoiution could be taken as

the sole and entire logically privileged paradigm of what is

-

meant in saying of this event that it was a revolution and
of saying of the various actions of the various participants
tnat they were instances of revolutionary behavior. ‘
Sesides speaking of the unigueness of social wholes,
iierder aiso mentions the uniqueness of certain individuals—-
especially those of historical significance-- and of their
contributions and achievements. In writing of the role of

the hero in history, Hook also alludes to the uniqueness of

outstanding historical figures.99 There is as well the

Romantic's belief in the uniqueness of genius. The principle

~
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of describing historical phenomena in the agents' own terms
may well mean that thése figures will be treated as unigue in
that the evidence may‘indicate that they constitutively under-
stood their behavior to contrast with thét of their contempo-
raries. They are judged to have been ahead of their times

or out of ture with them. Their actions manifest a self-un-
derstanding in terms all:their own, and the historian or bi-

. Ographer conveys this in pis descriptions of the historfcal
figure in quesfion.

Locating examples of historical phenomena that are de-
scribed in terms exclusively their own will involve us in
nistoriographical issues and investigation. But whether or
not the French Revolution is indeed unique in the way I have
suggested above, tﬁe unigqueness priqciple is applicable to
_it.t It is applicable wherever the subject of the historian's
aescription involves meaningful human behavior. ?he princi-
ple involves his approaching his study of his subject with
‘the logically‘prior assumption that fhe human behavior in-
-volved must be described in the agents' own terms where the
behavior in question_serves as the logically privileged para-
digm pf,how one is to understand the vocabularv in which one
formulates those descriptions. From there, on the basis of
evidence concerning the aggnﬁs' judgements of identity and
difference, he draws conclusions about the extent to which
thé agents in guestion shared those terms with other agents—-~

with earlier, contemporary and later members of their
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historical community ;hd with members of other .related his-
torical communities. : -

The historian's way of def;ning his d;scriptiﬁe vocabu-
lary will reflect his conclusions about the exten£ to which
other agents beyond the participants in the historical evént
being déscribed shared an undgrstahding of the descriptive
concepts at issue. This is to say that‘how much he includes
in the logically privileged paradigm referred to in the defi-

o

nition depends on the extent to which the concept being de-
fined ig judged to have been shared. ‘'Enfecffment' as applied
'to narrating some 10th ceﬁtury event might pe defined with
reference to a whole set of cases {includingsthe one in gques-
[ .
tion) recorded in 10th century documents yhere it is judged
that the concept was shared throughout the community from
which thecgocuments come. On the other hand, one might ex~
- .
pand -the set serving as the logically privileged: paradigm to
include cases from the 11th and.12th centuries on the-basis
of evidence that the concept was shared by agents in these

=~

periods as'yell. In any of these caées the uniquengss pfin-
ciple is at work underlying the comparisons the historian
makes to determine how widely the agent'shares the terms in
which his behavior is to be understocd and described and

thereby to help determine the meaning of the descriptive

terms.. -
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Notes: Chapter 3

‘10.

11.

Popper cites Polanyi as the one who made the need for

-reform clear to nim. See Popper, Karl, The Open Scciety

and Its Enemies, 2 vols., Princeton University Press,

1966, vol. 1, ¢ch. 3, sec. 6, esp. note 30 (p. 216). Popper
defends his right to criticize methods he believes mis-—
guided thereby in effect defending his right to call for
reform in the'.social sciences in The Povertv of Histori--
cism, Koutledge and Kegan Paul, 1963, pp. 55-56.

Popper argues for the -unity of method between the theo-
retical sciences, like sociology and economic theory, on
the one hand and the historical sciences including his-
toriography on the other. Therefore remarks on definition-
al method directed at the former should apply to the lat-
ter as well., See The Poverty of Historicism, p. 143.

Popper nas Hegel's allegedly historicist views in mind in
making this claim. The Open Society and Its Enemies, vol.

2y P. 9. -

Ibid, vol:s 1, p. 22.

Historicism, pp. 29-30.

ioid, vol. 1, pp. 32-33, and vol. 2’Cj? 5. "The Poverty

Popper, The Open Society and- Its Enemies, vol.'2, p. 9 and
pPp. 15-21.

- v,

Ibid, vol. 1, p. 33.° .3

Ibid, VO:L- 2, pp. 10_12.

ibid, vol. 1, p. 33. Elsewhere as examples he uses 'What
is a state?’ and 'What is a citizen?' The Poverty of
Historicism, p. 30.

Popper, The Openr Societv and Its Eremies, vol. 2, pp. 13-

Actually he argues that this is the proper function of
definitions in science, but 'science' in this case is
- used as a partlv evaluative term, and historiographnical

procedure is what is under evaluation in this disser-.
tation.

Popper, The Open Societv and Its Enemies, vol. 2, p. 12.
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Some historians, like Bloch, who reflect on historiographi-
cal method condemn what amounts to stipulative deflnltlon
as bad historiographical practice. See. Bloch, Marc,

The Historian's Craft, Putnam, Peter, trans., Vintage
Books,, 1953, p. 176. . '

Popper, .The Open Society and its Enemies, vol. 2, p. 15.

-

Cne reason for using the survival of written documents
to draw the line between nistory and pre-history is tnat
it takes writing K to prederve the names of the persons =
and peoples .as historical subjects. Shotwell makes the
peint well taken that historicographical writing is typi-
cally about definite subjects with names. Shotwell,

~James, The Storv of Ancient History, Columbla UnlverSLty

Press, 1939 PP. 37= 38.

Coulbourn and Straver say: "The feudum or fief was usu-
ally (not always) a piece of land." Coulbourn, Rushton’
and Straver, Joseph, 'The Idea-of Feudalism', in Coulbourn,
Rushton, ed., Feudalism in Historv, Anchor :ooks, 1965,
pp. S5-6. Straver characteri zes it as a landed estate
(Strayer, Joseph, Feudalism, D. Van iostrand Co., 1965,
p. 22) as does Webster's Dictionary. terlihvy savs:

"The word feudum, fief, was thus initially called to life
to connote a concrete object—-- a piece of land, -conveved
not absolutely but with conditions attached...."

Herllihy, David, ed., The History of Feudalism, Walker and
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Company, 1970, p. xiv.

Stephenson, Carl, Medieval Feudalism, Cornell University
Press, 1965, pp. 12-13.

Ganshof, F.L., Feudalism, Grierson, Philip, trans., Har-
per and Row, 19¢€4, pp. :13-1i4. See also Fourquin, Guy,
Lordship and Feudalism in the Middle Ages, Sells, Iris y
and Sells, A.L. Lytton, trans., George Alien and Unwin, !/7
1976, p. 132.

Stephenson,

oc cit.; Fourquin, op. cit., pp. 131 ff.;
Ganshof, op.

t., pp. 113 ff.
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Some nistorians nave called attention to and perhaps over-—
emphasized the importance of this fact. For example,

in stressing the importance of the study of semantics to
the study of historical institutions Koebner and Schmidt
remark that "institutions are inseparable from the legal
expressions used in acts of legislation or administrative
orders." Koebner, Richard and Schmidt, Helmut, Imperi-
alism, Cambridge University Press, 1965, p. xv. Winch,
whose views are dealt with in detail below, is an example
of a pnilosopner impressed by this fact. He argues rfor
"the fact that our language and our social relations are
just two different sides of the same coin. To give an
actcount of the meaning of a word 1is to descripe how it

is used; and to describe how it i1s used is to describe
the social intercourse into wnhich it enters." VWinch,

Peter, The Idea of a Social Science, Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1965, p. 123. -

Examples of mixing talk about the definition of 'feudal-
ism' with talk about descripbing the institutions of Medie-
val Europe or other allegedly feudal societies abound.
“erliny decides to avoid ofifering a rigourous definition
'feudalism' by taking what ne calls a descriptive ap-
proach-- i.e., by describlng those characteristics of
feudal society that seem central to i1t. 1In embarking on
this approach ne voices approval of Bloch's definition

as offering a good working description. Herlihy, op. cit.,
P. xix. Straver sets out tooifer adeiinition by making obser-
vations about the political situatlon in Medieval Western
Europe. Straver, op. cit., pp. 12-13. Coulbourn and
Straver take it upon themselves to give a "provisional
description"™ of feudalism at the opening of the work
(Coulbourn and Straver, op-. cit., p. 3) but claim later

on that what they are givinc is a definition that needs

to be sharpened by further empirical investigation (p. 7
and p. 11). Examples of mixing talk about defining

'fief' with talk about describing institutions are not

s¢o clear cut as in the case of t'feudalism'. Ilowever,
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historians do make claims about the concept expressed by
'benefice', 'fief' and 'Lehn'—- i.e., about the meanings
of these words~- and their discussions of them shade into.
descriptions of practices and of what particular persons
did on particular occasions as examples of the practices.
For exampie, see Bloch, Marc, Feudal Societv, 2 vols.,

Manyon, L.A., trans., University of Chicago Press, 1970,
vol. 2, p. 167.

As one good example consider Ferguson's comments on the
"Renaissance as an age in the history of Western Europe..."
"I would define it as the age of transition from medieval
to modern c¢ivilization...." He the goes on to talk about-
the need for investing "this definition with... signifi-
cant content"” and proceeds to describe the transition

from feudalism and the Univyersal Church to more modern
institutions in Europe. Ferguson, William K., 'The 'In=-
terpretation of the Renaissance: Suggestions for a Syn-
thesis' in Dannenfeldt, Karl, ed., The Renaissance:
Medieval or Modern?, D.C. Heath and Co., 1960, p. 103.

AS another example consider Douglas, David C., The Nor-
man Achievement 1050-1100, Evre and Spottiswoode, 1969.
The index _lists "Normandy: , definition of, 22-25."
On those pages one finds a description of the geography .
of the area, a history of the frontiers, and a discussion
of the Scandinavian origins of the dukedom but not what
one. would ordinarily call a definition of a term.

Examples like these could be multiplied indefinitely.

Popper, The Open Societv and\lts Enemies, vol. 2, p. 13.

Langlois, Charles Victor and Seignbos, Charles, Introduc-

tion to the Study of Historv, Berry, G.G., trans., Barnes and -
Woble, 1966, p. 240.

1bid, p. 268.

8loch, The Historian's Craft, pp. 159-160.

Ibid, p. 168.
Cobban, Alfred, 'The Vpcabulary of Social History', Politiw-
cal Science Quarterly, LXXI (1956), p.. 14.

Bloch, The Historian's Craft, p. 169..°

Included among historians commenting on such translation
problems are 3loch, The Historian's Craft, p.. 169%

Cobban, op. cit., p..l4; Hexter, J.H., Ihe Historv Primer,
3Basic 300ks, 1971, pp. 55-56.

=7

-
*
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The point about not describing the fief entirely in fa-
miliar terms can be seen asS another more forceful way -
of making the point that historians of Medieval Europe
sometimes make in preparing the reader for the work

that 1s to follow. They sometimes warn the reader against
assuming that medieval institutions can be understood

as being analogous to familiar modern ones. Zacour, for
example, notes that the idiom in which historians of
Medieval Lurope write often eludes the student. The

idiom he has in mind seems to include document terms like -
'commenda' and 'serf'. The student is warned not "to
assimilate the strange to the familiar, to force medie-~

val institutions into molds often fashioned as late as

the eighteenth century or later and to talk of church

and state, king and nation, peasant and lord, capitalism
and feudalism with a disarming and tnorougnly misplaced
familiarity." Zacour, iorman, An Introduction to Medie-
val Institutions, Macmillan of Canada, 1969, pp. v—-vi.

Ganshoif is a good example ©f this. e quotes extensively
from docume“ts Iegal and otherwise, recording this or
that obllgatlon or happening between this or that vassal
and lord. Ganshof, op. cit., pp. 113 ff.

Cantor, iliorman F., iMedieval Historv: The Life ‘and Death
of a Civilization, Macmillan, 1963, p. 238.

Strayer, op. cit., p. 12.

3loch, Feudal Societv, vol., 1, pp. xvi-xvii.

Straver, loc. cit,
Stephenson, Carl, 'The drigin and Significance of Feudal-

ism', Medieval Lﬁstltutlons, Cornell University Press,
1967, p. 216.

Barlow, Frank, The Feudal Kingdom of England 1042-12186,
David rcKay Co., 1964, p. 7.

"Lr]eudalism is an organization of soc1ety based on tﬁe
holding of a fief...." HHollister, C.W., The HMilitary
Organization of Norman England, Oxford, 1962, p. 11 note.

"Vassalage was the essential element of feudalism...."
Strayer, Joseph and Munro, ‘Dana, The Middle Ages 395~ 1500,
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959, p. 119. See also Gansnof,
Op. cit., p. 69 Stepnenson, .edieval Feudalism, p. 17.

In his account of tne-orlglns of "feudalism’ Strayer paints
just tnls sort of picture. Tne Leudal rights surviving

.into the 17th century that asc;nated the lawvers and
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antiquarians did so just becauég they seemed so out of
Place in the modern System characterized by the concept

-0f a sovereign national state, divine right of the king

and the sanctity of private property. The survivals

and the legal documents on which they were based gave the
medieval social-political System a completely different
appearance. There Seemed to be restraints on royal power,
private individuails Seemed to possess public authority,

‘and there were "peculiar rules about the use and trans-

fer of real property., Stravyer, op. cit., pp. 11 fr.
Winch, op. cit., pp. 131 ff,

gggg,.p. 95,
ibid, p. 89,
Ibid, p. 11. Winch ¢laims that questions about the nature
of ®nought are inseparably tied to questions about the

nature of language.

-

-Ibid, p. 50. See also P. 45 where ne claims that meaning-

ful behavior is symoolic.
Ibid, p. 50.

idid, pp:-58-59.

Ibid, p. 61,

ibid, p. 65.

Ibid, p_. 30 and "po 50. .

Winch claims that language and social relations are just
"two sides of the same coin® (Ibid, p. 123), and ne ar-
gues that language presupposes rules (pp. 27 ff.).

it mignt be argued that the historian as well is interested
Primarily in social penhavior, but for the purposes of
this dissertation I snall claim that ne is interested in
primarily in meaningful human behavior and Snall focus
my discussion on that concept.

Ivid, p. 87 and p. 108,

ibid, p. 108.

Ipid.
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Ibid, p. 86.
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Ibid, p. 63. Winch says that "the possibility of reflec—,

_— . . ] 3 .
" tlon is essential.” This means one can in fact under-~
'stand what one does-in a constitutive sense without in

fact reflectively underst®nding it. However, he also
says that matters for reflection are bound to arise for
anyone dealing with a situation foreigrn to previous ex—-
perience. ° ' ’ .-

"I want to say that the test of whether a mané! actions
are the application of a rule is not whether Ke can
formulate it.but whether it makes sense tﬁ‘di%tinguish
between a right and a wrong way of doing things in con-
nection with what he does. Where that makes sense, then
it must also make sense to say that he is applying a cri-
terion in what he does even though he does not, and per-
naps cannot, formulate that criterion.” Ibid, p. 58.

See also p. 64. '

Ibid, pp. 45-50.

Ibid, p. 53. The claim is made with reference to t%e an-
archist's behavior's being rule-governed .insofar as there
is a point to it. :

Ibid, p. 50.

Ibid, pp. 30-31. Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophicai -
Investigations, Anscombe, G.E.M., transs, MacMillan |

Company, 1953, Part-I, para. 238.

‘Winch, Qp. cit., pp. 29 ff.

4

Ibid, p. 32. 7

Ibid, p. 65.""Understanding something involves under-
standing the contradictory_too." '

Ibid, p. 31. Wittgestein, loc. cit.

There is a family of possibilities for deviations from
the way one carriés on X(ing) as a-matter of course.
How big the family is-- i.e., how many members it has—-
depends on what.the activity is that-stands in for X.

Winch;'gg. cit.;"b; 31.

. Some critics of Winch (e.g., Jarvie, I.C., Concepts ard
. Society, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972, p. 169) have

-
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read him as holding a position that "forces the social
sciences [ and historiography] to accept an actor®s rea-
sons for what he is doing as the last word."™ By this
they appear to mean that one must accept an agent's sin-
cere statement of his reasons as the final word on what
his reasons were. One would thereby be forced to accept
at least one self-description as incorrigible. That
this is a faulty reading of Winch is by now, I hope,
clear.

Ganshof, op. cit., p. 84.
Winch, op. cit., pp. 103 ff. -

The analysis Winch discusses is from Pareto, Vilfredo,
The Mind and Societv, Harcourt Brace, 1935, sect. 863.

-\\E\Iinch, 220 Cit-, p- 1089

Ibid.

Those reading him this way include Louch, A.R., Explana-
tion '‘and Human Action, University’of California Press,
1966, pp. 181-182; and Gellner, E.A., 'New Idealism' in |
Jarvie, I.C. and Agassi, Joseph, eds., Cause and Meaning
in the Social Sciences, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973,

p. 65.

Winch, ope cit.; p. 132.
Iibid, p. 133. -
Ibid’ pp- 107-‘108..

For example, see Reischauer, Edwin, 'Japanese Feudalism?',
in Coulbourn, ed., op. cit., pp. 28 ff.

Ganshof, op. cit., p. 48.

Ibidy pp. 34 f. and pp. 84 ff.

‘For one thing the medieval concept of fealty stressed

negative duties as primary. 1Ibid.

Hook, Sidney, The Hero in History, The Jjohn Day Company,

1943, p. 26.



Chapter 4: Unigueness Restrictions on the Generalization
[

of Historiographical Explanations

Recent philosophers of history nave approached'thg issue

of nistorical unicueness for the most part through a considera-
. tion of the way the hzstorlan explains historical pnenomena.

The questions of concern assoc1ated wltn this issue seem to

be something like the following. Is the historiographical ex-
planation of éome aspect of historical event h,l applicable (in
a generaiized form) to other n's? 1Is it applicable to other
| n's in the same way that the gscientist holds some explanations of
aspects of particular events to be applicable in a generélized
form as general iaws to explaining other particular events?
Does or caﬁ citing the;expianation of one historical event in
some generalized form serve to explaln or contribute to explainf
ing other particular events? Some philosophers have answered
thé foregoing with negatives—- at least with referén;e to a
significant number of historical phenomena and nistoricographi-
cal explanations. In the first cnapter I surveyed sbme of the
more important grounds these pﬁilosophers nave given for their

negative answers-- in particular, those grounds invelving or
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connected with claims about his;oriéal uniqueness-- and I
found them each to be unsatisfactory in one way or‘another.
Tt is time for me to make some positive contribution to clari-
fving the .above questions and the possible grounds for nega-
tive answers to them.

One important contribution that can be made on the basis
of work done in the preceding chapters is a discussion of the
way the descriptive uniqueness of an histdrical phegomenon can
restrict the applicébility of explanations of it or of its vari-
ous agpects to expiaining.other historical phenomena. Descrip-
tive uniquené;s lends a certain_éimension of.explapatory unique-—
ness to historical phenomenaj éﬁcng its repercussiohs are cer-—
tain restrictions on historiographical generalizations includ-
ing generalizations that may contribute to the explanation of
phenomena subsumed under them. "It 1s important to see how

this-is so.

-
-

Therefore, I begin this discussion of historiogragﬁical

explanatory uniqueness'with a disclaimer concefning the scope
of the discussion and concerning its satisfactoriness in re-
solving .all the gquestions and problems connected with the
unigqueness of historiographical explanations and the role, if
any, of historiographical generalization in them. 3Because )
these questions and problems have rgceived so much attention
in the recent literature, the perceptive Points that have

been made and that call for review and development are many and

complex. A full discussion would require more space than I
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can give here. I choose instead to focus upon ore little
discussed point-- the connection between descrfptive unique-
ness on the one hand and historiograpﬁica&fexplanation and ex-—

b

planatory generalization on the other. N

4.1 Logical Ties Between Explanation and Description: A

Formal Sketch

Historical uniquenéSS has some implications for historio-
graphical explanationlinspfér as descriptive terminology, the
logical properties of whichQare tailored to fit the uniqueness
of what is described, is required in formulating historiggraphi—
cafkexplanations. Descriptive unigueness may be a factog not
only in specifving the expla%andum but also in specifyﬁng the
.explanatory conditions-;r events. One can get é grasp schemati-
cally of wnhat could be involved by considering the fbllowing.
Suppose some historical pheﬁomenon 'n_l is specified at least iq
part by means of the descriptive term P énd is explained as
specified by citing antecedent conditions of the sorts Ci’ Cz,
C3, .»ee Now if P is uniquely applicable to hi’ then the ex-
planation is obviously unique to it in a certain way. Even if
conditions of sorts Ci’ ¢2’ C3, ..» are found occurring joint-
ly before other phenomeﬁa'andrare held to explain them under
some descriptive specification other than P, it could not ‘be
held to explain théir being P, obviously, since P would not
be desc;iptively applicable Fo'them. Thus the explanation of
h, in question could bé applied to no other phenomenon in the

-

same way it applies to h.l pecause it could explain no other

Q-
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phenomenon in the same'way as it applies to h1 because it

could explain no other phenomenon's teing a P.

L

How P need not be the sort of predicate to which iierder’s

position étrictly committed him. It might be an historiographi-

cal predicate li%f tfeudalism', which has been held by some
historians to be uniquely applicable to only one historical
phenomenon among others of the séme scope or scale or kind.
In the case of 'feﬁdalism' it is *to the social, political,
juridical, and perhaps economic arrangements’ among certain
certain social classes of a pafticular family of communities
of medieval Western Eurcope. Even if the occurrence of condi-~
tions of ceftain sorts in medieval Europe were held to explain
the occurrence oI a‘feudal society at that time and ﬁlace and
even if conditions of the -same sorts were held to explain
the social, political, juridical and pernaps economic arrance-
ments of aﬁ historical community or family of communities else-
where without histecrical connectioms to medieval Europe, they
could not be held to be explanatory in quite the same way in
the second case. Thiswould be'so insofar as, whatever it could
he about the second case that these conditions would be held to
expléin, it could not be the occurrence of 2 feudal soclety.

In a case where P is an apparently general term, liKe

*

'revolution', being applied in accordance with the unigueness

principle similar remarks obtain. It may be possible to find

an h, to which one Qcﬁld to apply P descriptively as well,

but in this case the sense in which h, is a P is defined at

i

-

o
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least in part by reference to the con ept of P employed by

the agents involved in h A

1.
emﬁloyed to describe the behavior of historical agents only

neral term can be meaningfully

where the sense in which it applies is understood to be quali-

- s '

fied in terms of the way the’ agents themselves understoog the
. r
concept or the way they uncderstood coﬁponent concepts in terms
. 1 -
- ! .
~ = N - - -
wnich the general term is defifed..” Thus even if conditions

o

of sorts Cl’ C2, C3, -.+ are neld to.be explanatory in both -

Hh

<

.

cases, it would not be a matter of citing them to explain two

Cases of the same sort. 1In each case the sort of case being

explained is defined in part by reference 0 a different par-
ticular ¢roup of agents (and to the behavior constitutive of
their own understanding of the concept P). So the cases in

‘Question are not of the same sort insofar as the definition

of the sort of case that h, is involves reference to particu-

|
-

lars irrelevant to defining the sort of case of which h, is

an example, Therefore the explanation ddes not apply to h,l

in the same way 1t does to h2'
Thus, although one nholds ‘revolution', for example, to

be descriptively applicakle_ both to events in France during

789 and to events in Russia during 1917, the nistoriographi-

cal use of the word for the two cas is not meant to mark

a well defined respect in wnich the two are similar-- i.8.,

.

are of the same sort. Each'is'undeiﬁaood to be a revolution

in & sense in which its participants ?nderstood their behavior

to be revolutionary or at-least in a sense defined with

. -
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reference to the agents' own concept of what a revolution is.
In the case of the Russian Revolution participants understood

their benhavior to be revolutionary in part by comparing it to,

. -

and modeling it upon, happenings that nad occurred after 1789
(e.g., the events in Paris of 1848) ands therefore in terms of
which the French could not nave understood their behaviof to

be revoluéionary; The Russians of 1917 understood their Dbe-
navior to be revolutionary in théi: own sense of the word, and
the nistorian's saying that both the events of 1789 and 1917

are revolutions does not imply that the way the Russians un;
derstood tﬁéir behavior to be revolutionary is identical with the

way the French understood theirs tobe so. It does not imply _that-‘

the two events are of a specified same sort. Therefore an nis-

toriographicdl explanation of the occurrence of revolutlion in

Russia in 1917 cannot be genexalized to explain the occurrence

of an event oi tne same sort in France in 178%.
“vet furthner possibilities of historically relative unique-

ness are apparent’ from the schema. P might be an historiograpnical

- predicate applicable to a plurality of phenomena involving

. . \
the behavior of agents of the same community or of historically

-

related ones sharing a certain understanding of how to carry
on'certa§n practices. Thus P might be involved in specifying
a number of historical evenfs each one o% which might be pre-
ceded by-eiplanatory conditions of the same sort as the others.

In this case the explanation of hi would be applicable to h2

insofar as both invelved agents sharing similar concepts and
, :
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practices relevant to lhe descriptive application of P to h,l
and h2. But it would not be applicable in principle in the
same way to an h3 in which the agenEs involved were of another
historical pgriod and communit& such that the; did _not share
the understanding of the conceﬁts and practicé§ in éuestion
common to the agents involved in hi and h2. It could not be

applicable in the same way because h3 could not have been a

instance of P in the same sense as h,l and h2 were, Here they%,
explanation of hi's being a P would be of limited generalized
applicanility in principle anc would be unigue relative to the
explanations of events and phenomena occurring outside hi's
nistorical context.

The above schemétic possibilities issue merely from the.
possibility of descriptive uniqueness in the explanandum. The
expianans also is a matter of s?eéifying explanatory conditions
and events by means of descriptive terms, and these may also
be historiographical predicates uniquely applied to the explanatory
¢onditions in question or uniquely applied relative to condi-
tions and events of other historical Eontexts. Obviously, -
descriptive uniqueness_in'the explanans will limit the appli-
cability of an explanation outside of the case in guestion.
Taking into account factors in both the explanans aﬁd expla-

nandum will lead to a myriad of combinations of possibilities
for specifying and explaining an event or phenomenon in its.
own terms such that the explanation is unique to it in some

way.
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L
The point of the schematic view of the possibilities for

explanatorv unigqueness fs to suggest the location at which
many philosophers of history have gotten themselve® into dif-
ficulties when attempting'to work out thelr insignhts into ex:
planatory uniqﬁeness. As was mentloned in the survey of views
in Chapter 1, the discussion of explanatory uniqueness usuélly
takes‘off from the assumption that historiographical descrip-
tion presents no unusual features. Historians are assumed to
employ general terms like everyone elsg—— terms that‘involve
grouping phenomena solely on the basis\gf specifiabie proper—
ties or characteristics with respect to which any phenomenOn
is comparable (as similar or different) to any other. Even
Collingwood, some of whose remarks come closest to challenging
thnis assumption, does not seem to actually challenge it. His

L

.claim that knowing what happened involves knowing why i1t hap-~-
penéd and his further view that an instance of benavior involv-=
ing thought must be understood (and presumably explained) prior
to i1ts chargcterization as an instance of a tvpe should lead |
to the further claim that describing (i.e., knowing) what -
nappened or what someone did must present peculiar problems

to the nhistorian. Normally one separétes the moves of de-
scribing and explaining, and the fofmer by itself 1s supposed
to impart knowledge of what happened. If Collingwood is. claim-
ing something tec the contrary, ne owes us an account of his-
torioé}aphical de§cription—- one that he never really de=

livers.“'L ’ ' :
o
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It is just this concession about tﬁe use of general
terms in explahation that needs to be challenged in order
to see clearly the sense in which much historiographgcal ex-
planation is unigue and to resolve some of the difficulties
of some of the views surveyved earlier. The chalienge consists
in showing how historians use historiograpnical predicates
in desc;iptively specifyihg explained and explanatory phe-
nomena and in showing that doing so in no way prejudlces the

effectiveness of their explanations.

4.2 Explanatory Generalization and Historiographical
Jol b

rfedescription

The last point about nhistoriographically descriptive predi-
cates not prejudicing the effectiveness of historiographical
explanation employing them féﬂah important one because certain
pnilosophers have held theories of histo}iogréﬁhical explana-
tion that would preclude tnhe possibility in principle of ex-
planatory uniqueness. Insofar as descriptive uniqueness can
imply explanatory uniqueness, they are forced to argue :tnat de-
scriptive specificatidns in terms of historiograpnhical pnsd;—
cates are of explanatory value only insofar as tney point the
way to redescription ofrexplained and explangtory-phenomena in
éeneral terms meeting certain conditions. They thereby seem
to grant a descriptive role té historiographical predicates
but.to bar them from any role in the descriptive specification
in.historidgraphicax explanation proper. 1In tne process they

. . . . LA . . .
commit themselves to a view of what is' involved in the
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redescription that runs counter to tnhe unicgueness p;incipie

I nhave argued for. Furthermore they cast doubts on the worth
of the typical historiographical explanation, wﬁic% usually
seems incapable of meeting thelr redescription conditions,
and they wind up ignofing the special way the historian de;
scriptively uses apparently general  terms in accordance wlitn
the unigueness principle.

I shall examine tne impact of descriptive unigueness
on historiographical explanation by first showing the lefdgths
to whi&h one rust ¢o to deny the impact. One theory oif expla-
nation that involves a most forceful denial is Hempel's de-
'ductive—nomological model. Inlexpounding and defending his.
view about the way éeneral laws are involved in all explanra-
tion, or at least in all explanation of why an avéht occurred,
‘lempel arcues against any condition or featuré of historiographi-
cal inguirv that wodld in principle inhibit the application
of an nistoriograpical explanatlion to other events in the

same wav as 1lt.applied to the first.2 e argues in effect
— ‘ .
that it must be so applicable just as general laws can be ap-
plied in the same way to explaining or predicting an indefi~
pite number of cases. Occasionally, although not systematical-
ly, nhe touches on the isgué of descriptive specifications in-
volvad in explanation. From these occasional claims one can
reconstruct a sfstematic conerent view of the relationship
hetween histo:iégraphically descripé;@e terms and historio-

3

graphical explanation.
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4.2.1 Hempel's Deductlve-homologlcal Model of Explanat*on

In the formulatlon of his model of explanation as it ap~

pl*es to historiography Hempel seems in effect to distinguish

¢

-~

Detween the explanation o;\in event e .as it is usually ex~
pressed 1n what White calls an explanatorv s;atement and &

\_
statement of a scientific explanafiom of e.3 The first may
": N
have the following form (Si): 'A particular set of events
of ‘kinds Cys Cyp

1s a complex statement (S,) with two main parts. The first

. T 4 . T
C3, «+. Nave brougnh: about e.* Ine second

part (S2a) asserts the occurrence of particular events of
tvpes Cl’ Cé, C3, ees at cegtain.times and places. The sec-
ond part (SZb) assefts~variehs universal nypotheses (which T
hereafter ;efer-to as general laws) which together with the
first part are jointly su%ficient to deduce a statement that
e occurred. -

The Iissue SHempel addreeses nimself to is the relation-
ship between an explanatorx statémenﬁ and what ne calls a
scientifie explanation. is thesis amounts to the'follewing:
Asserting a statement of the form S commits the speaker to
assertlng 2 -statement of tne form 52. In other words, ail
egplanatlons are loglcally tied to scientific explanations.
The latter contain generél laws as one ©f their necessary
ingl‘edients.5 Hence, all explanations-are gn some way logi-
cally tied to general laws.: . _ '

Hempel argues that S, "amounts to" the‘folloging state-

ment (53): 'According to general laws Ll’ L2, eee, @ set of
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-events of kinds Cl’ C2, C3, ... are regularly accompanied by
an event of kind E (of which e Is an instance)'.6 What he
means 5; ramounts to' is not entirely clear. 5, and S, are
clearly not equivalent-sincefsi is about a particular event
being explained and a particular setxof-cohditions said to ex-
plain it. 53 is about ﬁhe relationship between kinds of eventé
and about general laws. w%at he seems to mean is .that someone
asserting s, commits nimself to asserting S3- To assert S,
and-to”ﬁave'alregdy‘asserted Si is ineffect almost to have
asserted.tﬁe complex 52 in its entiréty or at least to have
committed oneself to asserting it. The referential function
of the sunject ﬁerms of él commits the speaker to asserting'
tye occurrence of events of kinds Cl’ C2, C3, --+y 50 that
one nhas in ef?ect asserted SEa‘ 53 involves mentioning gen-
eral laws and sayiné of them that they are the laws referred

-

to in S, . They are laws that entail the occurrence of e

.

since e is an evént of kind E. Thus tempel seems to be say-

ing that to utter an explanatory statement is to commit one-

-~

self to asserting several other things as well. Among them
is some assertion specifving certain general laws that would
play a role in deducing the occurrence of the event being

" explained.

It is important to note that, according to Hempel's views,

uttering a statement of form S, commits the speaker to assert-

1
ing some statement of the 53 form. From S1 alone it would be

impossible to tell which 53 statement the speaker was committed

..

.t

a4}
-
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‘the speaker is commitked to asserting them in thelr own right,
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to since 53 mentione general laws. There is no way to infer
from the meaning alcne oftehe terms e, Cl’ C2, C3, - whaﬁ
laws the speaker has in mind if indeed he has any at all in
mind. After ajdj he may be unable to make good en his com-
mitment. Whaﬁevef thes $, 1f one supposes in additibn that
he can be said, as Hempel\does say, to thereby imply a state-
ment of the following %S’ (54): 'Wnenever events of kinds
Ci, C2, C3,'... occur, an event of klnd E will occur.' S
é{g;ot

itself is said to have the form of a general law.? tHenc

only does tne speaker commlt himself to mentioning unspecified

general laws but also to asserting a specified'stateMent of

lawlike form.

4.2.2_ §pecifyinq Explanans and Explanandum by Name. and by
. < )

Kind

The tenability of Hempel's theory of explanation rests on
a consideration of mﬁhy'factors among which. is the issue -of
descriptive specification .of what is explalned and of wnat
"-\,.,——4
explains. Hempel is sometimes forced to. touch upon this issue

because he sometlmes wants to say that explanatory statements

are of a slightly different form than the one fbrmulated;és P

-

S,- He wants to eay that explanatory statements are of the' "’}

form: TA set of events. of kinds C., C

29 C3, .es have caused/@
’ /
the event to be explained'" where\he refers to 'the evenﬁéﬁo //i
' &
be explalned' as an event of ;kind E.io In this view the form

S
of an explé%atorv statement 1nvolves the specification of

-

97,

g5

P r.

"

\
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determining.conditions énd events and the event being explained
as events and conditions of various kinds.

Now in fact we need not so specify them ordinarily;/énd
occ?sionally we do not do so. ?or example, to the questian: 
of what cadsed'the loss of morale in the Republican Party ™

prior to the 1976 American elections I might reply: 'The

Watergate affair explains (or caused) it,!' Here the determin-

ing condition or event is specified by means of a proper name.

One could in other cases spec1ﬂ§ the event to be’ explawned,as -~

wel? Dy means of a pgoper name. For example, one might ask

‘wnat brought on Watergate. It is even conceivable in this

last case that, depeﬂdlng on what one's view of Watergate ls,
the(or&wﬂ explanatorycondltlon might be c;tec in a sxmllar
fashion without specifying wnat sort it is. Thus instead of

writifia as 1if explanaft@statements nave only one form--

.namely,;s —— I should have dlstlngulshed perhaps three or Four

@iffp&éét ornes.
\

<
Hempel, however, does not see this fact as particularly
K e . - .

significant. He argues that
. + -: ’ '
... The object of ... explanatlon in .every branch Ogw
empirical science is always the occutrrence of ab
L. event of a ceftain kind ... at a given place
and time or in a given empirical-object (su¢h as - .
the radiator of a certain car, theuplanetarv Sys-
tem, a specified historical perSOnallty, etc?)
at a certain time, 21
- 2 .
Thus the form of explanatory statement that matters (Qne might

‘_.I‘

s

say tne most basic form) is such that it involves specifving

events or conditions by means of their properties or the

S

.
T
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sorts and classifications to which.they belong. As for the
relation beﬁween more and less basic forms one is forced to
-speculate concerning his position. Perhaps. he holds that
_someone uttering an explanatory statement of the form S,l is
éommitted éo asserting EQEE other explanatory statement of
the basic form if pressed to do so by‘the listener—- a rela-
tion similar to the one that is supposed to hold betqeen Si
and 53.12 .

Indeed Hempel must maintain some such position as this
if he ig\to maintain any plausibility to his.argument aboﬁt'
the connection between explanatory stafements and general
laws. The latter are statements about the relationships be;
tween specified kinds of events. If tﬁe vocabulary of an
explanatory statement does not involQe classifvying both'de-
termining conditions and explained event as being instances
of various kinds, how can asserting a connection among these
events and conditions possibly commit one to asserting & con-~
nection asserted in statements of general laws? For Hempel's
érgument to be plausible, any restrictions and requirements
on the vocabulary in terms of which one specifies what is be-
ing talked about in statements of general laws must also-app;y
‘to- that in terms of which one specifies what one is talking
about in explanatory statements. |

xempel's reasons for these ;estrlctLOﬂs and for the se-

lection of a most basic form of explanatory statement are

not, however, based on mere theoretical .expediency. There are

Y
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some sound reasons. First, it can be argued that a particuiar
thing or event as such caqnot be explained. What is éxplained
is aiways a fact about if,; and a fact is always expressed in
the form of a sentence.lah One does not simply explain the
particular event referred %o Dy the name 'Jubllee'. We ex-
plain why it occurred or wnat prougnht it about or why 1t was
a failure or how it resuited in low morale among Canadian -
troops or how it could even posgibly have received serious ;
consideration as an alliéd operation in the firsﬁ place or
why it involved onlyICanadian Eroops, etc. Most such sentencés
-~ about the”thing or event will impaff some,inforhation about it.
They will attribute some characteristics to it thereby allow-
ing ore to classify it in gomé way as being of a certain kind

Oor type.

L]

his point ties into Hempel's claim that‘the'specificatiom

of what is to be explained always involves 1its specification

as being of a certaiﬁ kind. The two points are not equiva-

lent, haweveﬁ% because at least ope féct one could cite about
Jubilee—— namely that it nhappened at all or that it nappened

when it éid—-‘does not seem to involve classify}ng it as an Lﬁ\

even¥®. of a certain kind. However, if asked to explain why

Jubilee occurred, one would be at a ioss as to how to proceed

unless one made some assumption about which of the event's
. 14 . s
many aspects warranted explanation. In the case of Jubl-

o . lee I could focus on why 1t was time €or an allied milicary

operation of any sort in Western Europe or why i1t was time
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for a raid as opposed\to a full-scale inva§ion or why it was
time for a Canadian operation or why a debacle occurred, etc.
I could even focus on several of them in turn, but I would
have to make some selection before I could know where to be- .
gin my explanation.

Usualiy. gne does not face tnis problem in historiography.

Usually ts) are referred- to by means of definite descrip-

o)

’

tions of reasonabkle descriptive accuracy. ©Ofiten the very . -
names of sg#vents are coined out of definite descrigtions. Ju-
bilee is much more well known by the definite description “fhe

Dieppe raid' rather than by its military code name. When asked

why the.French Revolution occurred, one assumes the speaker

is asking why a revolution-- i.e,, an event of a certain type-- ..

-

occurred in France at the time it did.
On the other nand, specification of explanatory events or

conditfons merely by means of proper names can produce puzzle-

ment in the listener. FResolving such puzzlement about the ex-~

planation usually involves citing'some'one asbect or charac-

1 .

teristic of the referent-- or several of them—- which are

held to be explanatory of the case in guestion as opposed ﬁo
other of its aspects which are not. One would do this by means
of descriptive terms. For example, someone unfamiliar with
the Watergate affair'yould be puzzled with an explanation of
the loss of Republican morale which merely cited Watergate by s
name. On being informed that it was a majo?f%olitical scaﬁdél

\_~

for the Republicans hils puzzleméngﬁhoulddisappear whereas

»

r

se wmin
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being informed instead that it was an operdtioﬁ carried out
by six men at night shoulcd leave him 1i£tle better off. 1In
the light of such facts about ord}nary conversation Hempel is
. not unreasonable in claiminé that explanatory statements (at.
least in their basic form) involve specifications of both the
-explaining and explained as 5éing kinds of events or condi-

tions.

.

4.2.3 Hempedian Logical Requirements on Descripfive Specifi-

cations.

Further restrictions‘figjrequireﬁents on’ the vocabulary
of general laws and therefore on the vocabulary émployed in
explénato;y statéments are considered and-reqonsidered else-
where in Hempel's writings ih connection with the issues sur-~
rounding accidental generalizations.is Like many philosophers-
of science, iHempel wants to elucidate the criteria 6n the
basis of which these %re to be distinguished from general laws.
General laws are said to‘have explanatory power. ™8y virtue
of their universél logical form one can deduce the occurrence

. '
of an evqnt‘being.explained from appropriate general laws in
conjunction wifh statements of the éccurrénce of the determin-
ing conditions of .the event. Accidental geLeralizations are
also of universal form; yet they do not lend themselve; to
such explanatory uses. ‘The quesgﬁoh bothefing Hempel and’
. .
others concerns the reason why not. What is it about them

exactly that prevents them from fulfilling thne same role as

a general law?
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. & C
‘To take an example of Hempel's, 'the statement 'All the

apples in this basket now are red! ié;aistatement of univer-
sal form—- a generalization.‘l6 Yet it seems obvious that what~
éﬁer fﬁrther facts may come to light about this apple I am
holding, the accidental generalization will and can ﬁlay no
role in the explana?ion bf‘why it is red. If I have just
taken the apple, from the bas&et, it would follow from that
fact in conjunction with the‘generalization-that the apple

is red. Yet thnis éoeg not réally'seem to explain its being

red.

A

Hempel discusses several alleged differeﬁceg between gen-
eral laWE’ﬁQd accidental, generalizations like the one above,
differences which coyld aécant for the differences in their
e&planatbry power. Several of'these_would~involvegfequire—
ments on what he calls the constituent predicatgs of general
laws.z The péediqates—— i.e., terms for properties and re-
}ations;— of accidental generalizations may fail to meet these
. requirements. The important point for this d}ssertaiion is
that if Hempel{;zposition on, the relationship beéween explana;.

tory gtatementé and~general laws is ¢correct, and 1f the re-
= ‘“ ‘\\ .

{quirehénts he considers hgld, then we'will‘have requirements

bl -

on the predicates emploved in historiographical explanatory
statements for specifyin explanans\ané}ggplanandum. These
L may conflict’&ith some of the logical properties of %eyihis-

toriographical descriptive terms. A~ )
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4.2.3.1 Indefinite Extension

—

Hempel's first requirement of general laws is what he
calls "éssentially generalized form."18 This is to say that
they must not be logically equivalent to a finite number of
éingular sentences each one of which wouid‘attribute the predi-
cates mentioned in the generalization to one particular case
covered by_it. In the case of Kepler's laws of‘plqpetary

motion, like the generarization that all the planets travel in

J —eliptical orbits about the sun, the law is not equivalent to a

conjunctive series of statementsthe first of whic% states -

'Mercury moves in such and such a ménner', the second of which

states 'Venus moves in such and such a manner', and so on up

to Pluto. 1In fact there are only nine planets, but tpe_gxis—

tence ofﬁ?'tenth or an élé&enth, past, prgﬁent or future, 1is
! -4

not impoé%ible. There 1s nothing in the meaning of the constit-
/-

«--lent predicates—-— ‘either 'planets' or 'traveling in elliptical

orbits about the sun'-- that will allow one to infer from the
general claiﬁ‘about planetary mgkion alone a series ofclaims
about Mercury tg Pluto and no more. One would have to bring
in additional empirical élaims about what planets ‘have been
discovered and the\lack of any others to be discovered id qfaw
such‘an inference. - Hempel makes this point by saying tQat the

meaning of a statement of a general law is such that the law

.covers an indefinite number of instances.

This requirement of essentially generalized form for'gen- &

: ! . ' .
eral laws merely corresponds to his requirement on explanatory

-
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statements that they specify explanans and explanandum as being
-

kinds or classes of events or conditions.. A kind or a class
is -2 way or a hasiple of grouping particular things and
events as be}hg the same in some respect, however many particu-—
lars can in fact be so grouped. It does not as a matter of
meaning specify the number of articulars that can be so
grouped. It is a principle féi continuing to soré yhatever
new partEEhlars may ccme to one's attention. Ih.detarling the
relation between general laws and explanatory statéments he
states that the fofﬁer are statements about relations between
kKinds or .classes of things and events; hence, their essential-~
ly generalized form follows from this fact. .
In the example of ﬁepler s law the constituent predlcates
are at ;east in part composed of general terms, and these help
the predicates meet rempel's requirement. The meaning of
'planet! lea?es open the qﬁestion of its descriptive applica-
tion to any?particular celestial body whether or not that bo?y
has just been discovered to exist and whether or not it ng/
formerly been classifieq as a planet. Those questions are re-~
g . .

olved only by empirical Iinvestigation of particular celestial

1Y

codies. A statement of the meaning involves no necessary ref-

erence to particular celestial bodies; therefore, the general

law about planets implies'no statement about particular celes-

tial bodies. | .
This requirement, nowever, is not enough, as Hempel notes{

-
|

to distinguish general laws from accidental generalization.”
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Eim
The statement about all the apﬁles in basket b at time t meets
ij:aswell.zo Although the first constituent predicate mentions

&
a particular object, it alsc contains the general- term. 'apple’

)

~
in & way that makes the wnole predicate applicable to an in- \\'

definite unspecifiable number of particulars-- at least witn-
out further independent empirically established information.
It mentions =& parﬁicula{ basket, but the whole predicate is
not meant to be desc;ip&ively applicable to baskets but ratiher

[ET.

to certain pleces of fruit. The predicat@ 'the apples in bas-

ket o at time t' does represent a way of grouping particulars
even thouis it is not composed entirely of general terms.
| Llor™Meéd one use general terms at all to meet Hempel's :
reéuirement. ﬁlthough I have argued Ehat certain key historio-
graphically descriptive terms are different in certain respects
f{Rmvwhat traditionally count as general ter&s, I have‘also‘
noted that insofar as they are descriptive, they do represénE
ways of’gzgﬁping particulars. Thus one could frame,a éenerali-
zation about feudalism which would not be equivalent tq a
étatément about- a2 definite number of specified societies or
communitiés even if Dby éefinition'it was at least about those
princibalities that lay.between tHé Loire and the Rhine in
medieval Europe. There wou%d still remain open questiohs‘in
principle ébout whetner the northern Italian prirncipalities, or.
. : N .
the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, for example, come under its scope
of predicétion. ~ |

_ . _ 7 . Y
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nIndeed, by Hempel's own reckoning, all that his require-
méntuqz>essentially generglized form segms to exclude, besides
explicitly singular statements about designated individuals
and conﬁunctions thereof, are statements of the following
sort: 'All uranie quects are sp'r‘:erical.'z'l 'Uranic' 1s de;
fined as ;havin tge property of being the planet Uranus.'

~he statement therefore merely amounts to another way of say-

ing that Uranus is spherical, a singular statement.

4.2.3.2 Universality ‘:

ilempel séeks to meet this difficﬁlty by conSidering anothér
reguirement-—- one restrictiﬁg tne tvype of terms that may be
used in tﬁe constituent predicates specifying the kinds of
particulars the laws are about. e notes that the generalﬁza—
tion about the apples in‘;hé basket includes ene pri%ciple of
groupihg which involves a particul&w's’being located if a par—
_ticular place (i.e., inside a particular object) at a particu-
lar time. Although Hempel himself does not wonder about it
here, others havé wondered how citing the spaﬁio—temporal lo-
cation of an eveat or object coﬁld by itself possibly explain
anythiné about it.22 In this case how caf.an apple's being in
a certain basket ét a particular time explain its being red
unless one knows that some other sort of event bccﬁrred in
the basket prior to or at t? (Perhaps spméone spilled red
paint on the basket orlperhaps someone with a'penchant for

red apples and a disliike of green and yellow ones selected ®

all red ones for this basket.) At any rate,.after some

-

A3
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technical fonmal‘?pnsiderations not to the point here, Hempel
proposes that the predicates of general laws be only what he
calls universal predicat_es.23

A universal predicate is one the statement of whose mean-
ing does not reguire reference to any one particular object
or location or time. Thus the constituent predicate 'apples
in basket b at time t° is.not a universal predicafe insofar
as it contains the proper name of a basket and the designmation
of a particular time. If these cannot be eliminated without
changing the meaning 5f thé predicate, or if one cannot state

the meaning of the predicate in other terms without using them

or without using some other incispensable designation of par-

~»

ticulars, then this predicate fails to pass muster, and con-

sequently, the ceneralization of which it is a part cannot

1

cbunt as a general law.

“empel's requirement eliminates predicates involving the
use of proper names, dzginite descriptions and temporal desig-
nations, but it also eliminates other sorts of terms as well
including the sorts of key historiographically descriptive
terms discussed earlier in this>dissertation. One notices
this immediate{} when coﬁgidering.Hempel‘s examples of uni-
versal and non-universal predicates. Examples of the latter
includé 'medieval’, 'ﬁing; and 'Greek statue' as well as

s - - . 24
tgiffel Tower'!, tlunar!' and tarctic?.

The definition of
the first two involves- the specification of particular his-

torical communities and historical periods. The specification

-



"

-

[

266

of the communities may involve specifying geographical loca-
tions. Definition of the third will also obviously involve
specifiéétion of a geographical location. It is true that
insofar as the definition of 'medieval' or 'Ming' is histori-
ographically problematic the competing definitions may.speci—
fy di‘ferént periods as fixed by thei; dates. The specifica--
tions of exégt locations involved in éba\ ting . definitions

may not agree eithér. Yet, there will b:Q;Lneral'égreement
on the need to fix temporal and geographical boundar;es as

,
part of a definition because there is general agre€ment on a

part¥eular historical commu ity (as opposed to other distinct

-

temporaily ang geograpnically tiguous communities) which

- ¢
must be referred to in explicating what these terms mean.
1

. N . \ o . .
This point can be expanded by a brief consideration of

Popper's distinction between individual and universal concepts—-—

the distinction borrowed and sligntly modified_by Hempel.zs.

Popper notes that some predicates.caqfappe ambiguous as

to their status as universal or individual-} at least in

their ordinary use. Whether they are uniy€rsal or not is .

said to depend on the ihtentions of tnhe user. It is poésible
to use them either way. One example he cites is "mammal'. A
speaker talking about mammals could be talking about a par-

ticular race of arimals living on our planet in which cdse

ne would be using an individual concept. Or he could be talk-

- ing about a "kind of physiCal bodies with properties which can

be described in universal terms."26 In this latter:.case the

PN e ,-'_ ) ’
. \ -
t} .
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©
preditate would be a universal one suitable for use in a gen=-

eral law dbout.mammals, a generalifation with explanatory

power. ' ‘ o o ' . .
Another example he cites is 'pasteurization', which

may be defined, either, as 'treated according
to the advice of M. Louis Pasteur' (or some-
thing like ‘this), or else as 'heated to 80
degrees centigrade and kept at this temperature
for ten minutes.' The first definition makes
'pasteurized' an individual concept; the second
makes it a universal concept.27

. Now given the second definitfon of. 'mammal', one must con-

sider it a possibility that in the light of further discov-

eries about the properties of dogs, cats, etc., onemight have to

»

‘conclude that.mamméls nave never existed here on earth. And

givgn'the second definition of 'pasﬁgzrize', it may turn out
o

in the light of fresh historical evidence that Pasteur did

not pasteurize milk after all.

4.2.4 The Logical Incompatibility Between Historiogréphical

E%ad

P

Predicates and Geﬁeral Laws
Whatever the accuracy of this analysis aippne of ;hq’orJ

dinary way é€éither we use Or the scientist uses these wordse

-

it is clear that the historian uses many of his key descrip-

. tive terms in a way at least partially described by what Pop-
# .

per says is involved in the intention to use a term as an in-

dividual concept—- even when it is possible to use it . ip a J*

second-way as a universal concept. At least this is what I

fnave argued in. arguing that historians formulate and contest

kY -4
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definitions by reference to logjcally priviiegea paradigms
-which éet;specified in the dg¢finitions and other explications'
o?%ﬁe;ning. Although histo 'ens do'try as far as possible eo .
spell out what was inveolved in 'eu¢alism in apparently general
terms (i.e., universal predicates), they differ as to wha
general Eérms belong in the definition; they inclu other =~

hlstorlographlcally derlne?iérédicates like 'fief' in the def=~

“inition; and tney refer a specific society or system of

societies whose feudal ch& acter % nd /question. Although

J v
ay use 'de—

: : T . a .
mocracy' to mean a form of government characteriyzed by certain
’ .

features specified'by means of general tefhsJ Ege'historian of

-

. : &
ancient Greece uses it in a way that leaves the general™terms

\\ to be used open to question. Insofar as one Lgérns more é}a

fhe tlme about the features of ancment Atnenlan government,

v T

T one learns more about what Athenlan democracy con51stec or,
)

~ .
never dountlng for a moment that Athenians at certain times

o

had a democracy. e )

The po;nt then, is- that nlstorlans use manx_of their de=

scrlptlve terms in a’ way that wouhﬂprecludetnelr use in the

formulation of general laws. The problem for %empe; becomes

one .of detalllng the relatlonshlp between the many historio-

&
ﬁ%%%gnlcally explanatd?y statements which emp1oy these terms
<

and the general laws to which, according to Hempel's theory

-
-

- of explanation, the historian must commit himself in;making

the statements. The’'problem is that if the historiaé;giplains v

e

-
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the onset of revolution in France, for example, by citing

~the nobilitfy's clinging to surviving feudal privilégﬁfrand
. . 4
‘exemptions, he i1s said to commit nimself to some set of gen-

.eral laws by means of which the occurrence of revolution can

— - . ) .
be deduced from the statement ofzénitial conditions.28 But .-

'if the general laws cannot be about the kinds of initial con-

.
diticons specwfled in the explanatory statement, then it is

~ -

difficult to see how they could be used in conjunction with a
statement of the revolution. To pﬁ; the réblem another way:
it is difficult to see Qhat general laws one commits oneself
to in giving the above explanatlon if none of them can be
aoout the rrencn noblllty or abouif feudal customs or about

revolutlon (supp051ng 'reygdution' to be a. term akin to 'de- .

*mocracy' in luS?ﬁe;lnlt ional problems).

Jempel would nhave a reaov reply to- ~.*u.s,_.:z’)f 1culty Dy

making use of that , of nhi ositioq_that I have so far

neglected to mention i Per, he would not limit all
ceneral laws to the SiVE i predicates;
only wnat he calls "Xunda qa eral laws" would\be so
l;méted.zg Wnat he€alls "derivative laws"-aré allowdd to

contain non-universal (i.é.;’individual predicates). Galileo's
law for free~-falling bodieé would be an example of the latter

insofar as its first consituent predicate mentions a particu-

lar body-- the planet earth. Even so, Hempel would not wiii/ﬁ

to deny 1ts explanatory power when it comes to accounting Tor

the velocity at which a suicide hits the pavement after a four

o ”
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stOory leap. However, it is said to be a derivative general:
law inéofar as it is a logical consequence of some set of fun-

damental general laws-- presumably Newtonian laws of gravita-

tional attraction and of motion-- in conjunction with certain
singular statements describing the earth. The term 'earth! is

the name of a body of a certain kind-- i.e., a body of a certain

_~

mass. One can specify a type of which it is an instance by
* *
»

using universal predicates found in Newton's fundamental gen- f
eral laws. This makes possible the logical derivation of Gali-

leo's law from Newton's. Galileo's law has explanatory force
’ . -

insofar as events subsumed under it can, it is supposed, be re-

.

described in terms that allow the events also to.be subsumed un-—

der some fundamental general laws either known or not Cdig-
Ccovered.

Using this ¢istinction, Hempel could argue that in framing.

‘nis explanation of the Revo}ﬁtion the historian commits him-

N

self to asserting a-derivative general law, or a set of such,

-
+

which links the retention of feudal customs with revolution
or which links the nobility's clinging to such customs with
revolution. He might thereby save his thesis about the re-

lationship between all explanation and geéneral laws as well

as his proposal concerning restrictions on the terms in gen-

eral laws. The historian will be said for the most part to ~

commit himself to derivative general laws in framing his ex-—

-

planatory statements sihce he usually uses at least some his-

toriograﬁhical predicates in them,
. <

- [}

-



271

This move, however, is not without its difficulties. De-
rivative laws arevso only insofar as they can be defkived from
fundamental ones. Therefore, in coimitting oneself to a de- -
rivative law as such, one at the same time commits oneself to '\\
more fuhdamental ones, either:known or not yét—discovered.

- Since the latter csnnot contain histo:iographicgi predicates,
the derivation cannot proceed from thém alone. . It .would re-~
qﬁire them in conjunction with statements that relate the sur—
vival of r“rench feudal customs or simply of feudal customs
(and perhaps of revolution) to the universal predicates con-
tained 1n the fundamental laws to be used in the derivation.
Such statements ‘would have to oe statements of fact confirmed

. bv nistoriograpnical research. Even if the linking statement

‘ were a matter of definition, it would still represent a sort

,:yfh\\ . of émpirical hypothesis since '*eudal' is an historiographical

predicate, and claims about its historiographical deiinition,

has been shown, are subject to empirical considerations.

The question is whether the . .historiad would commit him~—

Consider the following oversimplified examples of possible

//”“\n\ linking statements for the case in question: 'The retention
. + 1 )

. - - J
of feudal privilege was a matter of oppression' and 'The 18th

.century nobility's clinging to their feudal privileges produced °

oppression.' Either of these in conjunction with a fundamental
. - ~N
general law about oppression leading to revelution might serve to

\



y}eld a derivative general law like the following: 'The re-
- tentlon of - feudal privilege leads to revolution' or 'Whenever
t\e 18th century European noblllty clung to feudal privilece,
.*evolutlon occurred.' Elther of these two could be the gen—
“eral law or amongjt;e general laws to whlcn tne histori : s

alleged to commlt imself in glv}ng his expl tory statement

about the French Revolution.

The example issoversimplified

*in its having he ian apparently comqﬁttlng hlmself to

only one deAivative general law in gsse tin ]éte explan?tory
statement in guestion and in ¢tS hav1ng\Eﬁe/SE£ijat1ve law

cderived from on ne fundamental general law in conJunc:?::\—“\_;ﬁf
with one linking statement. Applied in a more sophisticated

' -«
“\\\_ﬁ_' and plausible manrer, Hempel's theory of explanation would

allow the historian's being committed to a number (i.e., a

coGjunction) bt derivative general. laws in uttering h

1% ex—
derlva&e/a-

leﬁklng statements.\ Neverthless, tne fundamental dlfflculty ,"

pla atory statement, and it would allow fo

sto\ be illustrated wfth the oversimplified example would hold

in 'any case. : “

A
>

L The problem is that 'oppression' must be used in the same

Wway-- in the same sense-- in both the fundamental general law
(about oppressxon leading to revolution) and in either of the

two linking statements (either about retalplng reudal privi-
iege and oppregsion or abolit the 18tg§century'nobi1ity's
A Co
\ : ‘
\- . ‘clingirng to feudal privilege and oppression) in order for a N
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I

Eonjunction of both sorts of statement to imply ‘the deriv%t%ﬁ@“\v’

general law iﬁ question. 'Oppression' must used as a universal
predicate becaﬁ%e this i§ the only type of predicate admissable
in fundamental general laws. Its use in the linking staéé—
ments.must not be such ghat it is defined birspecifying logie
cally brivileged paradigms, and it must not be §uch tﬁat ex—
plica;ions of its meaning réquire qualifiﬁations mentioning
particular histofical communities, .

If the linking statement is supposed to follow from the, :
meaning of 'feudal' as might be the case in thefirst possfb%/ .

-

linﬁfﬁgueﬁatement, 'oppression' cannot be used in this con-

' juncﬁ as a universal predicate. iistorians, as has been ar-

gued, co use épparently ggneral terms to explicate document
roabulary ané tne techniéél descriptive vocabulary bu}it
upor 1t, but they qualify their use of them in accordance wilkh
the uniquehesslprinciple. Such feudal‘reﬁnants may have been
oppressive, but they were soO in the sense in which 18th cen-
tury rrench and European‘bourgeoisie'and\ easan'ts understood
. J_

oppression. Insofar as 'to oppress' or 'to PR

. .
deépriptive of meanin@%ul numan behavior, the uniqg

ciple requires reference to a particular historical community

to quelify and clarify what one means in using the term.

’

Even "if (as is perhaps the case with the second possible (

-

ing of the historical predicates emped in the derivative '/T\

law, similar problems will arise for 'oppression' insofar as
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‘it is supposed to be descriptivé of what was done by the French

-

or other European nobility of the time to the rest of the ggpu—

lation. . The historian cannot merely observe an historical con-

..dition and descriptively classify it according to some criteria '
e P ¥ _ . I

or dgfcripgive framework imposed without reference to what the

agents understood their situation to be. . 'Oppression' would
not be descriptively used in this lin;ing statement-in the
same sense it would be used in.the ggéégmgnt of the fundaméntal

general law.’

The result is that the historian gua historian would not

¢ -

be cdmmi;;e& to a linking statement of the sort required by
Hempel's model 3f explanation because the historiaq's techniqués
ard procedures are not geared to descriétiveiy applyi?g gen;
eral terms in the same sense in w?ich they are applied in gen-
eral laws. Given the impossibility of his'being committed to
linking statements, it becomes difficult to see in what $ense
the historién!é exblanatory statements commit him to an explaf
nation using.fundamenﬁ;l general laws. And if he is not com-
mitted to fundamental general lawé; clalming tHat he is still
committed to derivative general laﬁﬁ;\yhose exigéén;e presup-
poses the fundamental ones, makes no sense either.

Thus given a true historiographical explanatory statement,
which typically employs.historiograpgicg}ly de§criptive predie -
cates in spécif&ing explanans and explanandum(;fhere are no (_
grounds for leieﬁing £hat explanans and explanandum can be s

redescribed in terms that allow the phefomenon explained to



be subsumed u

nder iundamﬁntal general laws. A true expiana—

tory statemeqﬁbemploylnginlstorlographlcally descrlptlve terms

universal

by the unigue
that the hist
tion in 18th

non can be ap

to historical

.I¥—Kempel wan
ngzzkégn_to
he must rule
_explanations
explanations
cel historiog
a ‘1r5t step
constltutes a
This fun
‘expianation t

diffitulties

s not po=mt the way toward such a redescription in terms

redicates. Historiographical research guided
nes prlnc1ple, w1ll give no grounds for holding
o!;in's expla;étion of @he occurrence of reﬁ@lu-
C nfury France or of any other historical phenome—
plied in a generalized form withou: restriction
context to explaining other historical phenomena.
ts to use his dedﬂctive-nomological model qf ex-
analvze explanetory statements in historiography,
tnat tvplcallv such stateqents do not offer proper .
and that thev are in no way}connected1~lﬂ1proper
as defined‘by the mode}. He must rule tiat typl—
raphical descriptive practice does not serve as

toward proper explanation and that in fact it

n 1mped1ment to explanation.

damental difficulty in @pplying Hempel's model of
o historiograpny may explaie—~gsome of the other
that have received more- philosophical attention.

—

Among them 1s the dlfflCUltV of locating general laws to wnlcn

N

the historian
tory statemen
ographical 1li

ness of gener

imaginative pi

o

is supposed to commit himself when maklng explana-
ts. One finds few, if any, cited in the histori-

.~ 30 . " . - .
ted;:ature.3 The historian often denies any awe&éﬁ

= . ;
al laws to whichH he is committed.31 Even thé/

hilosoper of history has trouble formulatihg

-
-

M\
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\\\\""Ehe\explaﬂatlon of individual cases. If one walts for progress

-

.. . : . . it
of unrestricted or universallzed applicability
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well confirmed ¢r plausible™Naws that might lie behind some
‘\

given explanatory statement in. that would allow the ex-

planandum to pe deduced from a statement of the explanatory

MEbnditions.Bz In the face of sucn a scarcity of laws one_

-
could cling to Hempel's model by arguing that f%e hlstorlan s
]
explanatorv statements nave less than adequate backlﬁg and
that they are to that extent inferior compared to explanatory

ements and eXplanations offered by -other dlsc1p11nes able

to cite the laws lnvolved in their explanatlons. One could
S [+

-attribute ¢ tRis state of affairs to an allegedly oackward state

of the discipline and could nope for progress in the future

in dlscoverlng general laws, especially fundamental ones, to

sack the historian's exolanatory statements.

and tnhe adeguacy of tne§§ backing with:

~

allow fundamental laws much of a role. Their s tif&%ations

R - -

explanans and explanandum do‘not allow’for e possiﬁility

l the expla-

nation of the phenomenon or event to others in the way that

aﬂ explanatlon backed by fundamental” general laws must be ap--

plicable- Therefore, one w*ll wait in vain ror the dlscovery
of such general ‘laws lf they.cannot be applied and tested in

P
in the development of nlstorxographlcal procedures that will

. . . ' . -
o ' <. ’ o

%

— R ‘ ‘.‘.' ! /
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allow for-the application of proposed general laws to exp ain-

ing 1ndiv1dual cases, one waits for the historian to develop

'procedures that will ignore tnat aspect of historical phenome-~

‘na involving meaningiul human benavior. But that would be

for the historian to ignore history!' s ;ﬁwng\:istory.
’ All tnis is not to say that explanations of one hyStori-
' ' . . L DR
cal phenomenon cannot De applicable to others. It 1s anly to
say that tneir applicability must pe restricté&\inﬁthe same
way that the applicability of an historiographical description
of one phenomenon to others 1s restricted to the particular
. . -
xngétorical context of the” described historical phenomenon.
it is still open to the Hempelian to argue that every explana-
_ tory. s;aaenent commits the speaker to asserting generalirations
by means of which a statement{‘r the explananoum could be de-
I, W . .
duced-;rom statements concerning the occurrence OI explanatory
and other necessary conditions and events. It is simply that
in historiography the generalriations would include restric-— -

. . -
tions by means of ‘references, eitner tacit or explicit, to

A .

~

‘named particulars. ' }
e

(’—n\\\ Wwnether or not the Hempelian can frame a conVan1ng argu-

went to the e fect that every nistoriograpnica- explanatorv .

B - -
statementicommitsrthe speaker to nistoriographieal generaliza-
tions under which the phenomenon explained'and'other histori-

cal phnenomena c¢an be suosumeo,is a_guestion outside the scope

‘

of this dissertation. Mnap needs to be exam ined is the way

.~ . L
.

nistorians fix restrictions on th '&Eneralizedxapplicaoility

14

.d:
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of-tég explahation of a particular historical phenomenon and
: ; . _
on any historiographical generalizations that play a role in

the explanation. Th ' int of the subsequent discuséion is to
show_some of the logiéal prqperties of historiographical ex=
planatory generalization w?;re such generalizatibn-is in or-
der--~ not to advance a claim about the number or types of his-
torioéraphical explanation in which such. generalization is in

order.

-
4.3 Explanatory Generalization within an Historical Context:

The French Revolution

To show how §P¥ tyqical historiograpnical explanatory
4 .
generalization is restricted in applicability to some unigue

named historical context I propose to discuss an example-- one

. that often pops up in philésophers' discussions of the question

& N
of whether an historiographical explanation of an event is\

or can be genefalized to cover Otherfhisto;ical events. The
example is the explanation of why the Frené%?Revolution oc~
curred. I do not, nowever, propose to add vet another to the
list of philpsophers'ldiscussions of whe£hgr‘the ‘occurrence

of the French Révolutioﬁ can be subsumed Qnder gene;al laws
aqd whether its explanétion can bé’generalized to cover other
revolutions. I propdse:instéad to féview what historiaﬁs nave
to-say abogt_the generalizabili;y'gf its explanation‘because”
it‘seems; they have a good deal tb‘say qlthough‘ié nas been
lérgely overlookéd: by philésopbers. The issue of generalizing

its explanation is historiographjcally controversial, but




exposing the common ground of the .contending par‘les will
nelp illustrate some of the logic of nistoriographical explana-

tory generallzatlon and the way it accords with the unique-

ness pr1nc1ple that governs historidgraphical descrlptlon.

[

4.3.17 Historians Debate the Unigueness of the French Revo- -~ . -

-

lution p

-

* .. Jacgques Godechot and R;R,.Ealﬁer'have championed quite

. - . -~
- .

similar provaocative theses to the effect that the M™eench Revo—
. : A i

lution repreiints just one ep;s@de, albeit an important. one,
h\

in a broa nistorical evendlg; phenomenon-- namely, a West-

errn or Atlantic démocratic revolution that stretcned from the
2760's to at least the close of the 18th century and possibly

. 33 . . . s . vl X
Deyond. The site of this great event 1s claimed to have
¢ d 3 - . ’ — ’ - = ‘
been colonial ¥orth America, liestern Europe, and possibly

. : L
South America and other parts of Europe. Their thesis consti-

-

tutes an argument for the existence of a supranational revo-
\
lutionary movement {not an organized conspiracy) in which

various revolutions, attempted revoclutions, revdlut?onafy

é T~
movements, courterrevolutions, and other disturbances were

episodes.

Since the, very exlistehce of tne supranational event is
probleAatic, they must.argue that the recognizecd events aif

Europe and America of the time are such that one must hypo-
- . }

——

thesize a broader historical event to which they belong.

They .do this ga part by histogzograph;Cal comparison of the

everrts in question to establish:
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that the American and French Revolutions, the

two chief actual revolutions of the period, with

all due allowance for the gréat differences be-

.tween them, nevertheless shared a good deal in

. common, and that what they shared was shared also

' (” at the same ‘time by various people and movements
in other countries, notably in England, Ireland,

Holland, Belgium, Switzerland and Italy ce..3d

Among tne impértant similaritiéL shared were prior social and
economic conditions and opjectives on the part of the partici-
panfs all of which cOntributeItq an explanation of Qh§ a2 given
episode occurr"ed.?’5 Thus, given the thesis, the possibility of .
applying the explanation of the cutbreak of revolutiqn in -
france to the occurrence of other episodes (particularly to
other revolutions and attempted revolutions) or vice vefsa

must be taken seriously.

 Some opponents of the Palmer—-Godechot thesis a;Sb? for

36 . . s
° The point of thelr

the‘uniqpeness of'the ?rénch Révoluﬁion.
argument is to show that-it cannot pe grouped with the other
revo utions and'disturbances'that’are Supp d to nave been
episodes in the hypothesized broad revolution If/ﬁ*@f key
episode tué;s ot §0'havé_b§en an;anomaly,with respect to its
historiéal context, then the‘cé&éqfor-postulating the exis-
tence of the Atlantic Revolution i€ seriously weakened, and
the’ attempt %o apply explanationSof the French Revolution to
‘the’explanation of other révo%ﬂtiqns and disturban;es is_ren-
_ éered_suspect; .

- - . ) o - *
In arguing for the uniguengss of the French Revolution

they-accept the historical context defined by the’

2 CEs -
A . .
-‘-.. » 4
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Pelnerﬁéodechot thesis. They éo not'attempt to compare it

with all other revolytions or Qith just eny oéher given:revo_
lution and to draw out contrests that might lead one to con-'
clude’ that it is unique among all revolutions and revolution;

ary movements. Instead they compare it to other 18th centg;y

_nuropean (partlcularly Western European) and American dis-

TN
uurbances and attempt to draw out 1mportant differences. Some

" seem to argue that, as Palmer puti/ﬁt, the American and French
Revolutions were "bhenomena of altogether differe:t kindsn
e:d that therefore it would be misleading'to group the two
together as Palmer}s thesis requ1res, -even 1f they are both
called revolutiOne.37 Even an nlstorlan like Reinhard, who
argues that it was a uniquely French phenomenon, does not j/
try to estaollsn his thesis by outllnlng important di fferences

[

between the rrencﬁ¢5evo1utwon on the one %and and the Russian,

ChlneSe Or recent thlrd world revolutions on~xhe other. In-
stead, he argues for a dlstlnctlon between it and other revo-
-}utlons and no;en;ﬂgghor ltS 18tn century European context.
de contrasts it to revolutlons-of the Anglo-~Saxon type, as he

calls it.38 The French ~evolut10n was-supposedlx uniqgue rela-_-

tive to those with whigh Qne would group it on an historical
-basis, and some of the alleged dif eéenceé between—itfgﬁd them_

turn out to be differences in conditions and circumstances #f¢

aims and objectives which pertain to the explanation of its

"
L S

occurrence.
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4.2.2 Causes Common to Revolution in the 18th Century

‘According to proponents of the thesis of a great 48tn
century revolution, contemporaries of the French RevolgtiOn
recognized its.similarities to other contemporary revolutions
'ana disturbances, and they recognized the common character of
their causes. According to Godechot, the Revolutionary his-
torian Barnave argued that in feudal Europe a new and economif
'cally powerful ¢class-~ the commercial bourgeoisie-- gradualiy\\H
deve}oped.39 Eventually their desire for a share in political
power, it is said,r{?d to revolution when the aristoéracy, who
possessed prestige ard pdlitical priﬁilege according to cri-
teria operatiQe in feudal socieﬁy, resisted their demands.
This explanation is said to be somewhat unsatisfactory be-
cause it is too vague and beéause it ignores colonial America,
which 1s said to have undergone éimilar revolutionary distur- -

dDances as a result of similar conditions. .However, Godechot

holds fhat the pattern described by Barnavesis on the whole :

’
.

correc%{ .
The pattern oﬁtiined stresses factors cited by other his- N

torians who have since éome to argue for generalizability'of ‘

explanation in this case even where they offer substantially

different accounts than Sarnave's. Among the common factors

cited was the feudal heritage shared by societies undergoing

the revolutions and revolutionary movements. For-éhe most

paft, those of interest occurrdsd in areas of Europe where feu-

dalism hac¢ originated and or flourished (i.e., between the
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Loire-and the Rnine and in Eﬁgland),_in adjacent areas in-
fluenced in social structure by the former (e.g., northern
Ital? and possibly Poland)z and in areas of North America
colonized by e migrants from post-feudal societies. Assuming
that 18th century revolu®ons are similar in some respects,

one would look for commor factors to account for the various

»

occurrences of this type of event. Assuming that antecedent

social conditions play some role inexplainingthe occurrence

-

of a revolution, one might exoect the common feudal heritage

of 18th centurv revolutionary movements to plé@ a sxmllar role

in the explanation of each.

Pl

iioweder, one must expect as well that *ﬁf role would. De

commor: to explanations of these re\oTut¢ons only and thatJJ:Yguld

not extend to explalnlng revolutions of otner areas and ulmég. \
. . . . - L . T i !

‘Che must higd thls expectation oy virtue of the fact that feu- //

dalism was unique to me Western Europe or at least that !

1

sense that does not applyv else-

lledieval Europe was feudal in

where. - 'Feudalism' would be one‘term among other possible

historiographical predicates in the explanans that would re- :

strict the generaﬁlzaolllty of expl lons following Barnave's
pattern.
De Tocgueville, for example e¥plains why the Revolution

occurred in terms of its aim or- poresswﬂg "those political
institutions, common ly describec as feudal, which for many
nturies had neld unguestioned sway in most Europear coun-

. 20 L. . . . .
tries."’” It is sald to have completed a process of cecay



occurring in all the areas that inherilted these institutions—-

e
» v

a process that presumably was unlcue to this area at this

time, according to nim, since it i1s said that feucalism is

. T, . v = 410 . - .
and was unigue to Medieval Lurfﬁe. In all these areas a

process was underway toward an efiiclent centralized imper-

'

sonal political-administrative "apparatus and an increase in

s . ., 482 . . s s ‘
public authority. So a descriptlion of thls process and of
the aim oi replacing outmoded feudal institutions can Dbe ex-
pected to serve in the explanation of other political distur-

. . ; PR / . -
bances completing the process oI decay elsewhere In burope.
Cf course, de Tocgueville adds that the French Revolutlen had

4
-

characteristics absent from similiar contemporary European
» ': ' : . .
movements. ~ Explanations oif why it alone nhad these characteris-
. . c . . L . L. e -

tics is said to present an nistoriograpnica. prodiem—~ one

which occupies nim through the greater part of his bodk.

evertheless, the occurrence ©i a revolutlionary movement in
) .

"rance is supposed to have a similar explégation te those
of some others—-- ar explanation in terms oif a shared ifeudal

neritage~- despite any further explianations of its unusual

features that are in orcd®r.

almer aifords anotner example that falls into Barneve's
A Y .

pattern,” He stresses the explanatory role of an "aristocratic

el

4 . . PR
resurcence' 1n whlch certaln priviieged classes made

a rising 2id {or power and recognition, or
successtul offensive against antiaristo-
cratic forces, wiether monarchic or demo-
cratic, at the very time when other develop-
~ments ... made a great many people less
Wwilling than ever to accept any such driit
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Hh

of affairs.

‘ &Q 3
. : 44 . 4
rs >
The resurgence was associated in part with the attempts of

Lertain constituted corporate political entities to reassert

and to extend various historic rights and powers vis-3a-vis
“
enlightened monarchs and other sovereign powers who had

recently iIgnored tnem. The.aristocracy was entrenched in
. s "- - . 45 ~ .
these estates, diets, councils and parlzameiZs. Through

tnem 1t resisted any further loss of politieal and soclal

privilege in the name of liberty acainst any absolute public
. J

power. In a climate increasingly pervaded by democratic

iceals tnis derence o:f privilege resulted , Lt is said, irn

social conilict and upheaval.
. , ~n SO expégining (at least partially) the disturbances
in the last part oi the century Palmer claims to be épplyiwg

to a wider zrez a concepit of recognized applicability to the
~ \:.;

.. o o A ] . A

“rench revolution. In the Z770's and 2780's the French

.

“parlements resisted attempts by the kirg's ministers to re-
AN
\form the tax system whereby thev would lose their exemptions.

Y

res

“hey invoked the cause of libertv, asserted their political
powers of veto in matters of law, and ultimateiy called {or
the convocation of tﬂe Estates Ceneral. Under the traditioﬁal
arrangements of this historic bodvy, gast summoned nearly two
nundred vears earlier, the privileged classes would control
its decisions. Palmer discusses events in Zritain, the Low
Countries, Sweden, Poland, Prussia and so on to establish

similar trains of events occurred elsewhere at the time

P
that

o
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f

and _te~snow how they prepared the ground for revolutionary

movements just as the_events in 1787 and 1788 prepared the
\ .
ground in France for 1789. ‘

in citing the aristOcracy and their;reassertion of privi-
lege Palmer in eifect models\his exp}anaﬁion on Baraavé's
pattern insofar as aristocratic privilege was oi feudal heri-
tage, and a discussion of What a membef of the European aris-

tocracy was must involve some reference to feudal relation-
4d

Py
P
.

ships. 7This is fot to §§x\that 18th century aristocrats

were all descendents of tne feudal né?&lity, nor is It teo

rt

rat the concepts of nobility and aristocracy were
eguivalent.

Aristocracv in the 28th century may . even be
thought of as a new and recent development, if

it be distinguished ‘rom the older institution

of nobilitv. 1In one way it was more exclusive .
than mere nobility. A king could create nobles,
sut, as the saving went, it took four cenera-
tions to make a gentleman. In another way aris-
tocracy was broader than ropility. Countries tnat
had ro nobles of importance, like Switzerland or
3ritish lNorth America, or countries that had few
nobles of importance like the Dutch Provinces,
might have ariétocracies that even nobles recog-
nized as such.™’

Csa . . . ' . . . 48
Still, there is an important connection .between the two.

The most important and most irksome to others of tne privi-
leges claimed by the aristpcracy were of a feﬁdal sort once
enjoved exclusively by feudal nobility.' In ‘1th and 18th
century Ffance, for example, lawvers were employed éo un-
eartﬁ old charters and legal documents Sn the bésis of which

various aristocrats mignt claim feudal dues, rents and fees
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even if the soclal duties and responsibilitfﬁs that used to

- z
accompany them no longer held.'9 According Palmer, the

-

aristocratic outlook and its concerns derived fnem an.earlier,

simple} (i.e., feudal) time.so But ariétocracy was nobility

(in the old sense) “corrupteé}\soAto speak, or at least

turned from ips early character;" The explication of what 1is
. , '

involved in the concept of ésistocracy in the sense in whicﬁ‘

it can e applied to 18%nh centlry Europe (i.e., as a "degener-

‘éte" feudal nobility) will involve some reference to the feu-

dal svstem.

That reference, among others, will in principle restrict

the applicability of explanations specifyind:én aristocratic 7
: '

-

resurcence to a unigue nistorical context no matter how mary
— '

revolutionary movements within that context in fact turn out
to nave that<?xplanatiqn. Therefore, even where historians-
dttempt to ceneralize the explanation of the French Revoldl —
S ' - - - - = - - ---—"/
tion, the ceneralization, itseli contairs an element oi yYnicue-
“ess. L1t covers at most &vents and episodes that form parts
0. a unigue larger scale event which Involved fne decay and
demise of feudal instiiutions and practices.

g

4.2.2 Describing Causes- with Concepts Shared by 18th

& Centuryvy Europeans

Given the principles of historiographical description ac-
vanced in the last chapter, one would expect that elforts to
establish similarities among antecedent precipitating condi-

I3

tions of the various revolutions and movements would involve

L4

-

.
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eiforts to show that the concepts:used to specify those con-

ditions were understood by the various participanfs. One

would expect this insofar as the conditions involved meaning-
ful human beha%ﬁor. To- establish a similarity emong them is
to apply the same description to thnem. Any description must

. -
be based, on the agents' own concepts of what they were doing.:

So to establish similarities one must establish a shared un-
dersta%diqg of the descriétive concepts in guestion. TO es—
tablisnh the latte{ i3 not necessarily to establish the former,
out it is a prereguisite. -

Those historians aroiing for generallization of the expla-
nation of the_?rénch revolution do not disappoint the philoso-
pher's expectations on this issue. Palmer offers an excellent

]

. :
example of the historian's awareness, or this principle when

ne includes a section at the cecinning of The Age o: Democratic

revolution in wilcn he arcues that the use of 'democratic' to

oo

.b . s - L. - . - .. .. o o
descr.ue the 28th century revolution is ro anacihronism. e

does this by arguing that "the fact seems to pe tnat 'democracy!

&nd 'democrat' ®njoved more currency before 1800 than is com-
w2 . . . s
_Mmonly supposed. He lists some instances of their use

throuchout Europe and expliains how they came to be emploved
- . :
in the course of the revolutionary events in a sense that con-

trasted with that of 'aristocracy' and 'aristocrat'! (tne satter

veing used in the now cbsolete sense of 'ore who favors or

(%) ]
Ly

supports aristocracy'). “nese last twQ concepts are also

arcued to be shared ones. ile thereby in eifect argues that

e
/
.
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an understanding of these distinctions was shared in tne com-

~

munities over which ne wants to generalize and tiherefore that

it is possible to co so. Tne participants irn the various

fevqlutiona:& events uﬂderszﬁod their circgmstances and con= .

ditions prior to these revolutionary movements and disturbaﬁces
-

by means of a common set of distinctions and concepts. Thus

ne clears tne way for specifying a common explénation in terms

of an aristocratic resurgence and in terms of the democratic

aimé of the revolutionaries.54 e clears the way aithougnh ne

musi spend the rest of the Dbook adducing furthér evidence in

eacnhn ©oFf the various cases corsidered to snow that tnese fac-

tors were indeed operative in each case.

~ .

k-1

n the case oi tne i'rench Levolution this polint about

éhared concepts making it pbssiblé to consider & comﬁon expla-

nation with other revolutions gets pagtially entancgled wikth

Lhe lssue oi establ.shing thet certaln ideas weré amond, the

common causés oi thne revoliutions. Most historians stress tne

importance of political ideas an¢ argument in leading the vari-
L4

L~
ous revolutionaries Lo de:il

3
o)

their objectives and to take

5

wn

the sort ofaction they did. The nistorian stressiﬁg tnis
factor looks ifor evidence that certalin political theorists
were widely read and that their ideas were widely discussed
or reported in tie media, conversation and general cultural
milieu. e looks for evidence that participants were familiar

with a common set o: ideas and distinctidns which are among

the alleged causes. In so doing the historian at the same
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time establishes that participants snared an understanding of
at least some concepts that.play a role in specifying further
factors in the exﬁlanans besides the ideas that are supposed
to habe haé a causal gole. -

Codechot and Palmer attempt to estaciisn a com munity of
poi.tical ideas and theorvy in the area over wiiich they seek
toﬂgegera%ize and in so.doing not only establish some com-
mon causes (i.é., the importart ideas and onjectives) but
also & cohm n vocabulary to specify further explanatorv :ac-

tors. Godeciiot, {or exampl;:7aiscusses how the ideas of the

J
philosopnes spread along with the issues cenerated in their
- Y . - sy . s : :
Cebates.” -iie important thilrkers are listed and noted to te
/7

irom cififerent countries of the liest, but it is araued that

they cerried on thelr debates with each other, across national

bOUﬁOc,*QS. ey are said Lo be tne hers 0! & :ew preeminent

. ' : : M . . - .

thinkers like lLacon, Descartes arnd Spinoza. Presumably, the

common and select heritace meant a shared {ramework o; ideas
i L)

anc vocawulary. The ldeas oif the phil i losophes inoturn

were popularized by innumerable commentators,
otably in the Lucvc*ooedle, which began to
appear in trance in 1757 and was translated
into tne principa: viestern languages. They
were also debated bv the numerous discussion
¢roups academies, scholarly sociéties, eco- .
nomic societies, socleties of "friends of the
countrv," reading clubs, salons, cafés, and
iiasonic lodges, all of which mult 1px1ed in
the eighteenth centurv.2”

“ne point Is that the cosmopolitan outlook of! the partici-
pants in the debate produced a European and .iorth American

community of understanding. The polint is reinforced whenever
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Cases are cited of visits and conversations among the leading
%igures from different countries like those of the many Ameri-
cans to Paris befofg,'during and after the American Revolu—
tion.58

roreover, Godecnot like others spends time discussing
rnow some revolutions and movements served as examples, mbdels

or inspirations to would-be revolutionaries and counter—revo- .

~utlionaries elsewhere. The American kevolution, for example,
: 4 e ) : . : 59 .
1s said to have had immense -repercussions in Europe. These

included the extent to which it was reported in the mushroom—
ing number of Eurepean journals and rapers and the extent to
which 1t was debated and discussed in the various societies.

ilany discussiog groups are §3§g\to have taken the name 'Ameri-
' \ A . ~ ) \- , .
can'. THhe corstitution of the Uanfd States and the Declara-

tion of Independerce were published'numerous times.60 To the
extent that one could show that the American PRevolution served -~
as a model to others in Europe, one could conclude that agent
elsewhere uhderstood thelr revolutionéfy behavior as seingc of

the same type as that involved in the events in America.

fence, descriptive concepts applicable to the American revolu-

tionary's behavior would be applicable in describing revolu-~.
tionary behavior elsewhere. Discussion of the influence of

the American Revolution involves more thar a discussion of

some of the causes of subsecuent revolutions and movements.
. ' 7
-t involves ¢going some way to establishing a basis for compari-

son of behavior and conditions within the historically



restricted context of 18th century Europe and ilorth America.
It helps establish the applicability of a common framework of
description to the events among which Codechot wants to gen-

eralize.

.4 The Case for the Relative Unigueness of the Frencn '

-i{///ﬁevolution

Some opponents of the Palmer-Godechot thesis point to

significant differences between the French Revolutlion and
contemporary movements and disturbances-- differences that

call into question the verv characterization of these others

as revolutionary or democratic or both in the sense in whicn
the 'rench [evolution is recognized to have been both.

Ceorge Rudé, for example, arcues 1t to have been "a revo-
lutio% whicn, by associatinc the middle and lower classes in

commor. actlion acainst king and aristocracy was unique in contem-

=~ &7 e . .
Porary EBurope,” He stresses what nhe considers a lack of

: . . . . - ~ . e ..
democratic character in other Eurcopean revolutions. in

these the middle classes acted against king and aristocracy

with varving decrees of failure due tc the fact that their
. .

action was not really popular action. They are‘said £o have
been for the most part "inattentive to the sense of the com-
mon people of their own gountry," aﬁd they secured 50 popular
participation despite the fact that politically aimless pea-
sant upriSings and insurgencies were frequent throughout

. =
Europe at the tlme.6‘

According to him, little came of most

oif these attempis at revolution before 7790, and after that
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it‘was the intervention and §upport of éhe French Army that
helped brirdg about attempted revolutions and that alldwed
them to progress as far as they did. As soon;as it withdrew,
~the revolutionary movements collapsed. The French Revolution
is said to nave deen unusual in that it was carried through
to completion®without external suppoft. "Strictly épeaking,

outside America, and pernaps the tiny state of Geneva, the
e e N - T
orly revolution in its own righnit was the French." hude

argues taat the Cenevan and the American were not pariticular-

iy democratic irn character; hence, the “rench 1s left in a

class of 1lts own. Y : {

According to “udé, ihe Frénch Revolution was indeed a
revolutien in its dﬁn rignt in part because of its democratic
character. Unilke many of the supefficial-and abportive non-

'democ;atic mevemnents eléewhere, it involved many social classes,
wnich insured enough support for revolutiornary policies to
get them Implemented. To tihnis extent, presumabiy, its expla-
nation could not be applied to other, non-democratlic distur—
nances of the time. And even in'cases where & revolution of
sorts was carriec oui without popular suppor: because of iocal

corndltions, that very non-democratic character set it apart

from the French fevolution and demands an explaration that

Hy

will g%

p-t
p-3

fer gignificantly from the one applicacle to the
. .

French -Revolution.

1

The interesting tning zbout Rudé’'s view, however, is that

although ne is struck by diiferences instead of similarities



-

among 18th century movements and although he rejects Palmer's

~and Godecnot's explanations, he does concede a willingness to

L

ceneralize about revolutions

N taking place in Europe and America from, sav,

1550 to 1850-~~ coverlng not only the Amer1can

and the French but the Dutch of the sixteenth,

the English of the seventeenth, and various

‘South American and uuropeaw reuolu ions of. the

wearly 11neueeﬂtn century.”®
He ls apparently not a believer in the ReVolution's absolute
unigueness. He is‘willing to generalize but as an historian
does--~ that is, withAreference to a restricting nistorical
context and on f?e Dasis of shared con;epts among the partici-
pants of related historical communities. ile notes that "ali
of these raise, in one form 5: anotner, common problems re-
lating to feudalism and capitalism, democracy and néﬁional

. £6 X o . .
sovereicnty." These are problems specified oy historio-
gé}yhical predicates whose meaning involves reference to par-
ticular nistorical communities and epochs. ‘Rudé would attack
tre proﬁlem 0f cenerallizing descriptions and explarations of
the French Revolution by trving to fix historical iimits on
possible generalizétion. ils disagreement witp Palmer seems
to be over the limlts and over how certain cases within the
limits snhould be characterized by means of certain of the key
descriptive and explanatofy terms like"democraé:c'. '
Reinhard, on the‘other-hand, seems to express no interest

at all in the possibility of applying either descriptions: or
explarations of the French Revolution to its contemporaries

Or near contemporarlies. He argues that-it was a "urniguely

-
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French ph&nomenon."s7 Its unipueness 1is argue ;5 ﬁéve been
essential to it in that "the vers d 'revolution:;ﬁnderwent
a change in meaning and became associlated with events in France
in the late eighteenth century."68 Thus ne argues iﬁ effect
that although we apbly the word 'revolution' to events in
England in the 17th century and to events in America in the
1770's and 1780's as well as to events in France, the sense
in wnich we do so differs significantly in the last frgh the
first,é;o. The change in meaning probably btrings it closer

«
to the meaning of the word as we currently use it_with re—
spect to political and social disturbances.':The change in

meaning may also account for the hesitancy of many modern

.

nistorians to apply the word to the American and English

events even if participants in them did not hesitate to use
the word to describe what was happening. Often the label is

applied with some'gualification. . —~ :
' N

Cf course the onus is on Reinnard td say something of
this unigueness, and he does try by trving to distinguisn

what the.French revolutionaries and their opponents thought
they were dding as opposed to the understanding English and
American revolutionaries hac of their own actions. Tne latter,
we are told, thought the real point of tneir revolutions was -«

. . . - L : .
the preservation of individual liberty. The former thought

they were furthering social equality and were less concerned

-

with individual liberty. It is Mirabeau's phrase-- "lot

-

liberty buit equality made the revolution™-- which is said to
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define "the very Frenchness of the revolution."sg' Naturally,
more would have to be said about the way the French understooc
that vague concept. 'eguality'. Probably an explication of

what they understood by it woulé involve reference to some ef
the Revolu£ion“s particular achievements and to particular in-
stitutions that.grew out of it or that had a place in it.
Névertheless, Reinﬁard's point is that French historical agents
understocd their actionssin differert terms than those in Eng-
land and “America. 'What each group was doing in making a revo-

lution was therefore not strictly comparable to what tne

others were doing.

I Reinhard is correct, the result would be the explana-
torv unicueness of the French Revolution relative to its con-

terpdraries and near contemporaries of the 17th ard 18th cen-
turies. First, the explanation would be urnigue in that it
vould be of the occurrence of an evernt of a sort cdifferent

\’ v

Trom the sort of event specified in the explanations of the

American and Enclish Revolutions. Second, insofar as ideas
are important causal factors to be cited in tne account, it
will specifv a major role for different ideas-- in particular,
the idea o0f social equaiitv—- than those cited in accounts of

the American and English Revolutilons.

4.4 The Unigueness of an Historiographical Generalization

-~

Whether the French Revolution is indeed unigue relative

-t . . *
to its contemporaries or whether it is to be regarced as

P
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of many similar episodes in a large scale Atlantic 18t5
cenfury democratic revolutionary movement i do not know. HMor
is it my place as a philosopher to tryltp say. However, it
is to thé point to\Eriefly recal%lsdme of the earlier princi-
ples of nistoriographical description and to point out now
the way nistorlans propose and evaluatg ansvers to the above
guestions illustrates those sane principles and the way they
shape the possiblity of generalizing historiograpnical expla-

nation. ’ -~
C s . . o, ’ .

Descriptive unigueness was said to De based on the prin-
ciple that descriptive concepts must Eithef be concepts un-
derstood bv the agents whose behaviodA is described or éechni—
cal concepts deilined at‘least partially in terms of the agents!
own éoncepts. Descriptive speciiications of explanans and ex-
planandum are coverned oy the same principle so that attempts
to ceneralize must inﬁglve;attempts to show shared cépcepts
among the participants in the cases that are supposed to come
under the generalization. The issue is one of the extent to
wihlich the French revoiutionary's (or counter-revolutionary's)
understanding of his own behavior Is exclusively his'own ana
the extent to which he shares it with his European and Ameri-
can- contemporaries and near contemporaries. I have tried to
show how hiétorians focus on that point.

Furthermore,generalizationinvdlves comparison 0f cases.

The principle of descri‘ptive unigueness dictates that nis-

toriographical comparison oe based on comparative judcements
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by participants in the events to be compared. Proposed gen-

"

eralizations, there?o:e, must be restrictec to cases with
historical c0nnectioqs and contacts such that the historian

can confirm his nypotheses of identity and diiference through
the interpretation of the agents' judgements of identity and
difference amonc the cases. ifect and indirect historical
contacts and connections mean théfcéses subject to historio-
craphical comparison and possibly subsumed under Iistoriographir
cal cereralization are likely to be parts of lafger historical.
wholes-— larger everts, movements, traditions, etc. Generalli-
zaklons whére possible will likely be generzlizations over
parts cor eplsodes of larger scale unicue events, like the

alleged 18th century Atlantic Revolution, which would have to

be deflned In part by temporal limits. The explanation o§

-

one part or erisode irn the whole ﬁéy be applicéble to some
other parts or episodes, but even if so, it would still have
Lo be regarcded as unicue relativé to; and inépplicable’in
principle to, events ocutside of and apart from the historical
whole of whicnh the explained event is an episode or part.

I- Thus even explanatory generaiizétion in'ﬁistoriography

retains an inescapable element of unigqueness-~ the conse-

cuence of the logical features of a descriptive vocabulary

coined and used according the principle that historical phe-

nomena must be described each one in its own right and ih its

own terms.,
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Footnotes: Chapter 4

(¥
.

I~
.

T

e

it is ue that in some of his early works Collingwood
writes @bout "concrete universals"-- concepts apparentl
unigquel¥ applicable to historical individuals. See, tor
example, Collingwood, R.G., Speculum Mentis, Cxford at
Marendon Press, 1924, pp. 220~22%. 1n his Autobiography
he makes remarks about the concept 'state' and about how
it 1s applicable to characterizing Plato's Athens and
“obbes' England not by virtue of some specifiable essen-
tial simllarity shared by the two but by virtue of their
belonging to the same historical process or tradition.
Collingwood, R.C., Autobliographyv, Oxford University Press,.
1939, pp. 01-03. These scattered remarks seem to touch
upon problems ‘I nave raised concerning historiograpnical
description, but they hardly constitute anything like a
systematic analvsis of historiographical description.

i‘empel discusses the applicability of his deductive-nomo-
logical model.of explanation to historiograpnhy in 'The

Function of General Laws in iiistory' in Aspects of Sci-
entific Explanation andg Otner Essavs in the Philosophyv
orf Science, ree Press, 1965, pp. 231-243; and in tAspects

of Scientific Explanation' in op. cit., pp. 331-489.
owever, what he says in other articles about other as-
pects of his mode- of explanation directly bears on the
problem of descr! Zptively specifying the explained and the
explanatory ;a?/gys in nistoriographical explanation.

of ristorical Knowledge, iliarper

Wnhite, “arton, Foundatio
and Row, 1965, pp. S6 ff.

-Hempel, C.G., 'The Function of General Laws in History' in

op. cit., p. 232.

1bid.

Hempel is concerned with distinguishing between general
laws, which are well confirmed by evidence, and universal
nvpotheses, which are statements of the same type as gen-
eral laws but which may lack the evidence that would make
them well confirmed. Since I am not here concerned with
the problems towards which this distinction is directed,

z shall use the term 'general law' to cover both the con-
firmed and the rot-so well confirmed. See ikid, p. 221,

‘lempel seems to ignore this supposition in 'The iunction

of General Laws in iilstorv'. .
<

v

ibid, p. 232.
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S. :bid,,a. 23i. A general law is said "tc assert a regulari-

ty ¢ the following type: 1In every case where an event of

g"sbec al kind C occurs &t a certa'n place and time, an

/event of a specfoed kind E willl occur at a place and time = =

‘which is related in a specifled manner to the place and ~

time of the occurrence of the first event.” S, seems to '

de roughly of this form.

i0. ;Eid, P. ¢32. Although iempel specifically mentions ex-
p?aﬂaLory statements of a causal type, the point holds
for ékpla‘a;ory statements of other types.

71. ZIbicd.
1z.. Vith regard to speciLfinC'+be explanandum, \empel argues

that reguests Ior explanation have clear meaning "only if -
it ls understood what aspects of the phenomeron in gues—.

tion are to be explained." Hempel, 'Aspects-of Scientific
Explanation' in op. cit., p._,ld Presumaciy, the explan=

atory statement answerlﬂg the reguest only nas clear

meaning 1f 1t specifiies or is understood to specify in the
exp¢aﬁa“dum tnose aspects ol or facts about the phenome-

5 non in question that are being explained.

“3. 1bid, p. 324 and pp. 42i-42z. In the latter passage-he
says, "A sclentific explanation ... may be regarded as a
potential answer to a question of tne form: ‘'Wny is it
the case that p?', where the place of 'p' is occupied by
an empirical sentence detalling the facts to be explained."

14. As !lempel notes, a complete description of the event or
phenomenon specifving all itg characteristics and aspects,
@il the kinds and types of wnhich it is an instance, would
be indeiinitely long. It would be impossible to give a
complete description apd thereiore.impossible to give an
accourt of wny an event having all the charzcteristics
Junilee did, For example, occurred. ilempel, 'The Function
of General Laws in Historv' in dp. cit., p. 2232; and
'Aspects of Scientiiic Explanation' in op. cit., p. 427,
Cne has to make some selection about what aspects of

7, the event one Is goinc to explain.
-
e iempel, C.G., 'Studies in the Locic oi Explanation'
ip Op. cit., pPP. 264 If; and 'Aspects ‘of fcientiiiv Ex-
lanation' in op. cit., pp. 339 {f.

16. Hempel, 'Studies in the Logic of Explanation' in obn. cit.,
pDp. 268 EZ . . —
b )
17. Hempel, 'Aspects oi Scientific Exolanatior' in op. cit.,

P. 342. Elsewhere ('Studies in the Logic of prlanaglon
in op. ¢cit., p. 267) he calls them "constituent terms".
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18. tiHempel, 'Aspects of Sclertific Explanation' in op. cit.,
p. 340. t ' [

19. Ibid.

20. Actually, in 'Studies in the Logic of Explanation' Hempel
oelieves that the statement about the apples does violate
& requirement that itspredicates be:of non-limited scope
in pr*nc;ple. "Thus, so to speak, the meanings of its
constituent terms alone—— without additional factwal in-
formation~- entails that S, Li.e., the statement about
the apples] has a Finite séope." Hempel, 'Studies in the

oglc of Explanatwon' in op. cit., p. 267. iowever, he
spems to have revised nis v views somewhat in c0m1ng to
rite 'Aspects of Scientific Explanation'. iere he seems

to have stressed the requirement that a constituent predi~
cate have an in principle indefinite number of instances
rather than an infinite number of them. The stress on
the Iindetiniteness of the number is built into, his formu-
lation of the gquirement of "essentially generalized
lorm"== a2 conéégt ne. introduces in "Aspects of Scientiiic
Zxplanation'. 7The statement about the apples in the
casket passes this reguirement. See iiempel, 'Aspects of
Scientific Explanation' in op. cit., p. 240.

*. See iempel, 'Studies in the Logic of Explanation' in op.
cit., p. 2867. WwWhen I say that by iempel's reckoning all
tnat is excluded are these two sorts of statement I refer
to liempel's revised reckoning in 'Aspects of Scientific
Explanation'.

2z. Lor example, see Stover, Roberty/The Mature of Historical
Thinking, University of ilorth Carolira Press 1967, pp.
TI=r.  n ie argues that "specific periods of tlme or regions
of space are.not themselves determ1n1ﬁg factors." There-
rore, in nhis view, citing the geographical and temporal
. location 0of a phenomeron cannot serve to explain it.
Furthermore, such *n;ornatLOﬁ is said to nave no place in
proper explanation. '"We plausibly deem ourselves not to
nave given ar adeguate account I an octurrence ir terms
of regular relations bhetween st tes of aifairs whenrn we
gen not remove restrictive speef%lcatiors of time and
‘&DLQCE...." See also, Resg#ér, ilicholas anc Joynt, Carey,
~The Problem of Uni neégrin-nlsuory ‘iistorvy and Theorvy,
< (1961), pp. 159<780. They argue tnat the temporal re-
lationship of events vis- 3-vis one another by itself is
- not explanatory.

23. lempel, 'Studies in the Locic of Explarnation' in . Cit.
b = *?
: P. ¢63; and 'Aspects of Scientific Explanation' in OPp.
Cit., p. 3&2.

{ .
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Hempel, 'Studies in the Logic of Explanation' in op. cit.,
pp. <88-269.,

-

Isid. See Popper, Karl, The Locic of Scientific Dis—
covery, rarper and Row, 1968, pp. 64 [Z. .

Popper, op. cit., p. 5.
ib.d.

This is not to suggest that this is a correct or & com-
plete explanation of the occurrence of revolution in
France Iin 17¢J, but the ﬂODll ty's clinging to feudal
0*1 ilece is cited bv many histoTrians as part of the ex-
piaration, and the oversimplified example of explanation
thet I c*te ‘does serve to illustrate the Dhllosopnlcal
point at issue.

; 'Studles in ije Logic of Explanation' in op. cit.,
A ; and 'Aspects of Scientific Explanation'® in
-.to, p- 3‘?2.

febi 1s lact in 'The Functlon of Ceneral
tory' In op. cit., p. 236.

Itid, p. 236

Refae, The Ace of Democratic RPevolution, Princeton
s ity Press, 1959. Gooecno;, Jaccues, France and
tlantic De“olutLOﬂ of the fighteenth Century, 1770-
Rowen, Herbert, trans., free Press, iew Vork 1985,
collection of papers d*scuss ng various smdes of
the controversy over the Palmer-Godechot thesis see
Amann, Peter, ed., The Eighteenth-Centurv Revolution:

Frencin or vestern?, D.C. Heath and Companv, Boston
s il A A R ) g J 7
19632,

g
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g-mer, op. cit., p. S.

"Causes commorn to a revolufionary movement extending
over nhali of Europe and the Eq*opeaﬁ-co1o“‘zed part of
America lay very deep in the character of socletv."
Godechot, op. Cit., p. 7. See also ibigd, p. 27; and
Palmer, 93. cl t., p. 429.

For examﬁle, Rei .“a*o, rarcel, 'Historical Perspec

tives
95 ‘h french Revolution' in rmc“., ed., OD. CLf;, ?E:r
19-2%; and Rudé, Ceorce, Revolutionary Europe 1783-7381%,

Collins, 1984,
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37, Palmer, Op.cit., p. 9.

28. PReirhard, op. cit., pp. 20-21. . ' <:
29, Godechot, op. ¢it., pp. 7=8. °

£0. De Tocquéville, Alexis, Tﬁe 0ld Recime and tnhe French

Revolution, Gilbert, Stuart, trans., Doublecay Anchor,
1958, p. 19. : )

21. 1Ibid, p. 14..
4z. 1iIbid, p. 18.-

t2, Ibid, p. 21.

44. 'Palmer, op. cit., p. 286. o
45. Ibid, pp. 22-22 and p. 285; and Godechot, op. ¢it., PP-
24-25. :

46. Palmer declares that this is what he 1s coing In using
the concept of 'aristocratic resurgence' to characterize
events outside of France. Palmer, op. cit., p. 28¢.

{

48, Ibid, p. 20. He remarks that "aristocracy was noblillity

49, Godechot, op. cit., pp. z<=2C.
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50. Palmer, op. cit., p. 5c.
51. Ibid, p. 20.

52. Ibid, p. 13.

53. Ibid, pp. 15-16.

54. 1Ibid, p. 22.

58~ Fodeed, some argue that ideas were the cause of the
‘. “Redolution. For example, see Peyre, Henri, 'The Inilu-
4 ence of Eighteenth Century Ideas on the French Revolu-~
{/, tion' in Rule, John and Dowd, David and Snell, John, eds.,
Critical Issues in Historv, D.C. Heath and Company, 1967,
o p. 524. See also Palmer, op. cit., p. 444.
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Godechot, op. cit., p. 21.
Ibid, pp. 42 ff.
Ibid, p. 45.

For example, see Godechot's discussion of the disorders
in Ireland. "The Irish saw in the American insurrection
both example and encouragement.™ Ibid, p. 46, Else~-
where he discusset the way constitutional conventions

in America served as models for the revolutionary politi-
cal process in France in 1789. 1Ibid, p. 95 and p. 98.
Even though Rudé rejects the Palmer-Godechot thesis, he
does discuss examples of the American Revolution serving
as an example to later revolutionary movements. See
Rudé, op. cit., p. 42 and pp. 44-45.

Ibid, p. 82.
ibid, pp. 46 ff., p. 179, ané pp. 221-222.

Ibid, p. 46. Rudé is guoting John Adams.

i

bid, p. 221. )

=

b

[

d, p. 220. "

bid.

H

Reinhard, op. cit., p. <20.
Ibid, p. 15.

Ibid, pp. 20-21. Godechot would seem to dispute this—-
at least in his analysis of the Declaration of the
Rights of Man. "The primary stress is upon freedom....
BEquality helds a lesser place than freedom in the
declaration." Godechot, op. ¢it., p. 96. =

LY



- Appendix: Specifically [istoriographical Terms: The Historian's

Own Tecnrical-Theoretical Vocabulary*‘
* 1
One. way of aprrpaching the guestion of tne status of nhis-

toriography vis-a-vis the other sciences is through an aralysis

of the historian's descriptive vocabulary. 7o tne extent that
the nistoriar emplovs terms which are recognizably the techni-
cal and theoretical terms of other sciences, to that extent

. »

one has a casewifor the view that nistorlography involves the

a

e

pilication of the theory of otner sciences. To the extent it
lacks a speciallzed vocabula}y of 1ts own the definition of
which is undertaken in the course of formuliating nistoriograpni-
cal theory, tolthat extent one may suspect ﬁhét nistoriography
involves merely the épplication of theories developed by, other
sciences, that it lacks ggy theory of its own, or that it lacks
independent status as a sclence in its own right.
In light of the emﬁhasis in pnilosopny of sclence on the

logical analvsis of sclentific tneory, of the languade tﬁe sCi-
~+ist uses and of the way he uses lt, one would expect simi- "~

lar emphaslis on this approach and s ilar sophistication in

pursuing it with respect to historiograpnvy. Unfortunately,

%  “his is a revised version o: a paper of the same name read
at the internat.onal symposium Philosopny of iiistory and
Contemporary iilstoriography at the Uriversity of Ottawa

_ April 18, 1980 and to be published in the proceedings by
the University of Cttawa Press in hiarcn 198z. ‘

£ :

st
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such exped%atio%s are disappointed. Some analysis of the his-
torian;s descriptive vocabulary has been done. TwoO view; have
eﬁ%rged as.a result. One holds that historians employ only
tecgyicaihxecabulary bofrowedfr?m oth%r Qisciﬁlines—- from
thé-physfhal and biological sciences as well as from the soci-
al sciences-- whose theories.they are said to presuppose and
apply. The other ho‘ds that{the historian for the most part
employs ﬁo special texminology, either of his own or borrowed
from other sciences. The concepts and'terms he employs are
said to be largely non-technical, to be derived from ordiﬁary
language, and to be shared with common sense. Thus both views
agree ﬁhat the.hisforian lacks his own specialized technical-

theoretical vocabulary.

-

I hold that both these views are misguided and that both
are the result of some inadequate analyéis of theuhistorian's
descriptive vocabuiary. The mistaken charécter of both views
can be shown by criticizing some examples of such inadeguate
analysis and by discussing a parxdigm case of a technical term
of historiography in order to show thg historian doeg‘define
and employ his own special terminology.

Morton White's article 'Historical Explanation'1

landmark because in it he first raises the problem of analyzing

is a

the historian's descriptive vocabulary. After considering
several examples of apparently "specifically historical termé",
he argues that 'no examination of history bocks will yield

terms that cannot be classified as terms from Ei.e., borrowed
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froi]other sciences."z. He analyzes many of the terms he finds

as terms borrowed from the physical and biological sciences

and others as terms borrowed from disciplines like economics

A

and psvychology. The remainder after the foregoing qﬁé sub—
tracted, terms like 'barbarian invasions' and 'revo}ution},?
are said to be characteristically historiographicalingﬁs.
According to White, analysis reveals them to be sociolégical.

¥
An actual study of the predicates which the

historian is especially concerned to apply
will not permit any sharp distinction between
them and what agé commonly called sociologi-
cal predicates. -

]

-

White's position concerning the prediéates which the his-
torian is especially concerned to apply is actually somewhat
ambiguous; On the one hand; in keeping with his analy;Ls of
terms the historian is said to borrow from biology, physics,
psychology, etc., the characteristically historiographical
predicates might be held to be borrowirigs from sociology.
Sociological ﬁhgorycis concerhed with developing its own tech-
nical vocabulary. Insofar as the historian iméqrts it and
the theoretical framework within which it is defined, his-
toriography would be construed as applied sociology;

On the other hand, Whitemight be construed as -suggesting
.that no sharp distinction can be drawn between sociology and
historiography and that charaéteristically historiographical
terms are also characteristically sociological in that they

are shared by the two disciplines. They are shared rather

thafi borrowed by one from the other in that the historian's
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use of such a term would not presuppose any sociological the-

.

&
ory in which the term is defined, and sociolegical theory pre-

sumably would use the shared terms without presupposing any
historiographical thgory. . o -
0f course the position embodied in the éecond reading of\'
White leaves open the question of how the histqrian does use
terms he shares with the sociologist. The latter does try to
use many of them, like 'revolution' in a special and possibly
technical sense. The historian in his use may not follow the
soﬁiologist's theoretical definition, but in that case each of
them is us%ng the term in a different way and with a different
sense. To say they shérekthe term in that case would be mis-—
leading. Théy would befusing_the same word, but different con-
cepts would be at issue. The cuestion would still remain as
to whether the historian was emplé}ing his term in a special
way. This would be a question of whether His use of it is
tied to his own efforts to define it either implicitly or ex—
plicitly in the_cobrse of historiographical work such that any-
one wishing to use the term in the same way as he does would
have to look to his definition for guidance rather than either
having to, or be%§g equallyable to, look to ordinary usage
“\or to the theory of other disciplines. .
Stanley Palluch formulates and favors the second interp}é-
tation of White.4 Palluch seems to follow Gardiner in es-
pousing the view thaf.the historian's use of characteristical-

A
ly historiographical terms does not for the most part differ

———
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/
from their ordinary USe.S .The historian 1s said to "have no
grounds for believing that the term 'revolution' has either
a pregise definition in some allegedly presupposed discipline
or that therg.are strict criteria for its employment.m It is
saié to be an.open concept as the historian uses ‘it—~ one of
those "nontechnical concepts, belonging to no particular the-
ory.™ The historién's employment of such concepts manifests
"nothing more than é common sense understanding of human ac-
tions." Historiography and sociology may share thése tefﬁs
because they, are -terms based in_thé patural language (and its

-
.

everyday use} which the;é disciplines employ.6 Therefore,
/ .

although the %istorian’employs some technical special vocabu=-
lary borrowed Efgg/fﬁgfnatural sciences, the predicates he is
characteristically and especially concérned to employ are not
‘borrowed technical te}ms because they are not technical terms
at all.

Palluch's views may well be correct for some terms like

'revolution', 'defeat', 'cruel' and the other examples he

gives., It might possibly be thé-case that the historian would

I

not employ these as technical terms. Palluch is certainly cof—

rect in rejecting the position implicit in the first reading
of White's article~- namelfkthe analysis of all the histori-
ants descriptive vocabulary as technicalkborrowings from  the
various other, theoretical sciences and most importantly from
sociodlogy. However, he is surely incorrect in implying what

Gardiner explicitly claims and what White also suggests——

g
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namely, that the historian éhploys ne technical veocabulary qf
his owﬁ. l
I now turn to some of the analysis on which this last
contention résts.

At no‘time'during the course ¢f his search fohspecifically

histeriographical terms does White spell out in a formal way

exactly what he is searching for. Indeed, he disclaims any

. b
attempt to define the notion of a *specifically historiographi-

cal term'.7 Nevertheless, he does make some claims about the

general case of specifically S~ical terms where 'S' repre-

-

sents a distinct discipline like biology or chemistry. In the
course of diécussing the analysi% of a rather simple biologi-

cal theory he claims: (1) Specifically S-ical terms are de-

8

scriptive of the subject matter of S.- (2) They do not appear

L

(for the most part) in scientific discussiohs not dealing with
S~ical maﬁters.9 and (3) where specifically S-ical terms do
appear in scientific discussions belonging to disciplines
other than ¥, these discussions presuppose some or all of the

10

S-ical theory in which the S-ical terms appear. His search

for the specifically Qistoriographical seems to be guided by
all three claims but particularly the last one.

With regard to the further elaboration of the third claim,
he argueg that "every theory can have its statements divided

into two classes~- those which are statements of the discipline
<

preéupposed by the theory, and those which are specific to the

-

theory;"i The terms empploved in statements presupposed by S

-~
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are used by S in the formulation Sf thé.axioms, theorems and
efinitions of S without any explanation of the meaning of
these terms. That is to say, the non-séécifically S-ical
Lféséggg;e borrowed by S from othér-disciplines within whose
scopé it is teo define-these'nqnfséeEifica%ly S-ical terms.
It is 8lso within their scope (not $'s) to establish the va-
lidity of the theoretigal statémenﬁélpresupposed by § in its
use of the borrowed non-specifigally é—ical terms.. In the
simple bieclogical theory cited as an example 'cell' is said
to be specifically.biological while for' and 'and' are said
to be bdrrowéd by the biologist from-logic, within'whose scope -
it is to define these terms!%nd their proper use and whose
theory the biologist presupposes in using these non-specifi-
cally biolégical terms 1n his biological theorvy.

-'One might put the matter in the following way: Speci-
fically S;ical terms are terms at home in-a theory of S. They
derive their meaning from their place within the theory-- a
theory which haz)been constructed and eStablished as a re-
sult of-efforts within the discipline of S. Tgrms are bor-
rowed from other disciplines by -S insofar as S uses terms
at home in theories belonging tp other-disciplines and pre-—
supposes theoretical statements drawn from these theories in

-

its use of the borfowed terms. Although lacking precision,

thisM™Mvay of putting White's ﬁosition accords with nis empha~
sis on the extent to which the historian's use of various
terms does or does not presuppose theories from other sciences

Iy
1
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when he, White, considers and rejects various candidates for

“the status of specifically historiographical term.

One sort of candidate he considers are the names of his-
torical states, principalities, places, regions etc. These
are rejected because thevy are said to be obviously phys;cal
terms. The hlstorlan 5 use of them is said to presuppose
physics insofar as he uses them to refer to places and loca-
t19ns.12 Examples offered bv White include vlormandy'b 'An-
jéﬁ' and 'Gascony',13 all used by Luchaire in the following

sentence from an account of the frame of mind of the people

. L.
of 12th century France:

“arthquakes, especially, dismaved them. Anjou

wgs shaken in 1207; lormandy, inm 1214; Gascony
A\1273, 14 ’

L4

White takes it to be obvious that these are physical terms.

-

But a little refléétion shows that they ére not. Y
if 'Nokmanqy' were the name merely of a region defineé
by physicgl sbatial coordinates, there mlght be something ;s
be said for White's analysis. However, it is the name of a\h
region associated with a particular historical group of peo-~
ple-- namely, the Normans-- and the region is defined by his-
torians with reference to them and to certain important ac-
tiéities and relationships in which they encaged. The limits

©f their conguest, administration and military drganization-

are relevant to fixing the location and boundaries of lorman-—

dy as is the particular pattern of feudal relationships that

lent whatever unity_to Normandy that it had.
> ‘

\



When describing the region. and its people, historians
do cite some physical geographical features as boundaries:
the Bresle and Epte on thé east, the Sélune and Couesnon on
the west, the Avre on the ;outh. Yet these rivers mark
off the region referred to by 'Nbrmandy' in only a rough way;
they can hardly be said to define if.is |

This is so first because the physical dimensions of
Normandy changed over the years, especially in the first 150
vyears of its existence. Conguest and further grants from
the Frencn king resulted in its expansion often at the ex-
pense of other regions, for example, Maine. The vissicitudes

of medieval wars and conflict would defeat any hope of speci-

fying one physically defined boundary.

Second,_t?e boundaries were never precisely or neatly
deiined in physical terms by the ormans or by surrounding
and interminglingxﬁeoples. Not only was the art of surveyin
net adyanced in ﬁBth century France, Dut the nature of.feudal
ties between a lord and his man made for "fluid frontiers"
for any adﬁinistfaﬁive unit.16 Precision survéying would
have been largely irrelevant to delimiting the region defined
with reference to such a unif, of wnich Kordandy, the area
subject to the Duke of liormandy, was an example. The limits
of his influence and‘authority and of Lorman influence would
nevér be defined primarily in physical terms especiaily at

its limits.
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That 'Hormandy' is not to be defined primariiy in physi-
cal terms is further evidenced by the historian's relucténce
to use the name to refer to those physical regions that‘Qere
in fact to be occupied by the Normans wnhen speaking of the
regions at times prior.to the Ngrmans' occupying them.17
There was a Carolingian administrative unit that roughly co-
incided with the future ﬂormandy; Historians dealing with
Carelinglan France usually re;er to it by its name~~ Neustria--
and not as I.‘ormandy.18 viormandy is llo¥handy only insofar es
it was peopled with and iﬁfluenced by‘Normans.

To grasp the extent of White's confusion on thié issue,
contrast 'Lormandy' to 'Arctic rééi?n'. The latter is also

- e

the name of a place and a regfon, bu£ it'is defined solely in

terms ol spatial o; physical geograpnical considerations. The
Arctic region is that region of the earth's surface bou a

on the'south_by the Arctic Circle, which in turn }s defined

in terms of the latitude sixty-six degrees north. Presumably,
the concept of 'latitude' is at home in the theory of physical

geography {a theory concerning the snape of the earth, etc.),

which in turn might be said to presuppose certain theories

Hy

of physics. In aHy case, there is an analytic relationship
vetween 'Argtic region' and 'latitude sixtv-six deérees north!
Say the one and vou have said the other ai indicating the
poundary of the region named by the firstl =~ And there is
nothing more to be said, except perhaps for/ar empirical de-

scription of the conditions prevailing in this region.

!
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'Arctic region' is the name of an area and a place but not
the name of the place of an historical community. Insofar as
it names a physically defined region, it might be anaiyzed aS
a .physical term.

If 'Normandy' is nét a physical term the use of which
pre supposes physics, is it.a specifically historiographical
term? Sevefal considerations suggest that it might be.

It is to the historian of Western Europe-~ either to
Luchaire or to some other—- that one would look for a deline-
ation of the connection bétween 'Yormandyy and the Norméns.
Orne would find it traced and explicated in works on Carolin-
gian_and medieval Europe—- works Presenting views and theories
ahQEg the origins and .development of the Norman peépie and
the Duchy'of normandv. One might regard such wbrks as pre-
senhing an implicit definition of 'Normandy! insofar as those
unacquainted with the term would look to them, or to infor-
mation extracted from them, to discover what Normandy was
and therefore to discover how the historian would use the
word. They would nardly look to either-physics or sociolo-
gy for even a mention of Normandy. Certainly Luchaire would
be presupposing some of these Nistoriographical theories in
locating an earthquake in ilormandy in the 13thbcentury.

it also seems obvious that one could not consider Lu-~
chaire's use of the name a matter of contemporary ordinary
usage as Palluch and Gardiner might have us do. Ordinarily

"lLormandy' is taken to be the name of a modern French provén:e.
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Luchaire was hardly referring to the modern province and was
not necessarily referring to a regien pnysically coincident
with it. Luchaire's use and contemporary oréinary usage'of
the name are in fact related, but one looks to historio-
graphical investigation to trace the connection, mnot to or-
dinary usage. . !

Weighing against these considergéions is the fact that
'Normandy; is a proper name.- The sg;%e in which it might Dpe
said to have a meaning and to be a descriptive term is a mat-
ter of philosophical dispute. Marfy philosophers have argued
that proper naméé do not have a meantl and are not them-
selves descriptiﬁe. Thergﬁorg, according to this line qf
thought, whatever elsé historians may be doing when making
clear the relationship between 'lormandy' and tnhe Normans,
tney are not explicating the'term's meaning. To clarify what
and where Normandy was is not, properly speaking, to define
'Normandy'. If so, 'Normandy' would fail to qualify as a
specifically historiographical gérm because it could not
meet all of ﬁhite's réquirements, but then it would fail to
gualify as a specifically S-ical term of any sort.

in view of this one.might wonder why White even bothered
to include 'Normandy' among the candidates for specifically
histofiographical terms. But theré is little cause for won-
der. liames of people, places, events, nations, peoples, etc.
play such a prominent role in works of historlography that

it is difficult to avoid taking them into consideration.
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Historians are concerned with identifying and distinguishing

the bearers and referents of these names. Proper namés seem

to nave an importance in historiography that they do not have
otner disciplines, and concern with their use is especially
characteristic of'hi;tﬂgiography.

However, whether or not 'No}mandy' is'to count as a speci-
fically historiographicai term, there arelother terms to be
found in historiographicg% writing which are descriptive and
which are used by the historian in a manner that presupposes
prior historiographical research and ;heory either by the his-
toriar using them or by others./“ﬁome even involve historio-

gfaphical definition. A consi ?r\frﬂn of White's mishandling
of two of these-- 'famine! éndﬁlhéﬁéérian'-— gives some new
perspective -on the issug of historiography's relationship to
other sciences.

White's example of the historian's use of the first or‘
the two terms cited is the following stat€ment Luchaire makes
about 12th century France: "Famine produced brigandage." He
thinks it obvious that 'famine' is a term spgfific to biology,

. . . . : .. 19
from which Luchaire is said to have borrowed it. I

reply
that this is not at all obvious. White might have made a
better case for 'malnutrition'. But while what a famine is
may involve biolpgical considerations, it involves social-his—
torical considerations as weli. A famine is a scarcity of

food. A decision concerning the accuracy of the descriptive .

application of the term to a particular ‘'situation involves a
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decision concerning the criteria of 'scarce' and 'enough' where
food is éoncerned. A community producing and confuming only
800 calories of food per person per day because; according to
them, that is the exact amount require& to live the good life
could hardly be said to be 1n the midst or famine. The mém-
bers of the qommunity might be sald to be impairing their physi-
cal health and shortening their biological lives, but they are
producing enough to sustain their way of iife and to lead
proper and desirable (to them) lives. On the other hand, in
certain areas of India there is the possibility of widespread
-
malnutrition even where physically avallable grainstocks along
with physically available beef could feed the pbputation but
wnere living the good life makes beef uéacceptable aé foed and
yet requires that cattle be raised and looked after, théreby
diminishing grain supplies actually available to the numan
population. 1In such a possible situation there would be
enough protein and potential calories around to ensure the
population's pnysical well being, but there would not be
enough food avallable to allow them to live good and produc-
t;ve lives, given the way tnese people live. Many would
starve. Formulating the criteria of 'scarce! and 'enough'
must be done with reference to the way of life practiced by
‘the historical community in question, and this takes us far
peyond pﬁrely biological consliderations.

Thus, to say that a ,community is in the midst of famine
/ .

is to say something about the way food matters to 1lts members.
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It is in part to say something about what they count as . food
and about the amount of food available for consumption. People

do not necessarily see food merely in biological terms as a
méans to sustain a certain level of activity requiring a cer-
tain caloric expenditure. Eating certain kinds and amounts of
food $ay be regarded as desirable not merely as a means to -
sustain the good life but as aﬁ integral aspect of practicing
thg:good life itself for rellgious, ethical or other reasons.
The production and distribution of food may alsu ve integral
aspects of a people's way of life, Descriptive application
of the term 'famine' in historiography would involve some the-
ory about the way of life practiced within the historical com-
munity in guestion and about the way in which food mattered
there. The term as used by Luchaire could and should be at
home in a theory about how food mattered to the 12th century
French-- a theory about what sorts ard amounts.mattered, about
how it was produced and distributed, and about how that dis-
tribution could e and was disrupted.

it is clear, then, that describing France as being in

famine conditions at a certain time is not, as White says it
is, merely describing a b}ological state. It is describing
social and historical conditions as well. The historian's,
applicatiorn of the term 'famine' involves his assessment -of
nistorical agents' evaluation of their situation. It does not
merely involve his assessment of the nutritional state of their

bodies, although the latter task mayv well play a part in ik,

¢



Teggert, the author of the phra

To thL extent that it does White may well be right that in
using the term *'famine' the historian is presupposing some,
biological theory even if in a vague and ill=defined way.

But from that it does not follow that 'famine' is a specifi-

" cally biological term borrowed by the historian from biology.

The application of the term presupposes historical considefa-
tions, and conscientious historians will not be vague about
the historiographical theory that lies benind their application
of the term.,

The second term whose-.analysis by White I wish to consi-
der-- l.e., 'barbarian'-- brings us back to the issue raised
earlier conceigﬁng the relationship between sociological anq
historiographical vocébulary. White considers the term as
used in the phrase "barbarian invasions of the Roman Empire
during the period 58 3.C. to A.D. 107."20 The shortroming of
his analysis of this term as a sociologfcal predicate, as in
the case of all His analyses, is that he merelv looks at the

phrase and the term contained therein \in vacuo and commences

logical analvsis off the top of his hemd without considering

the entire historiographical thesis 4n the context of which

, uses it. or does White
consider the work of other historians dealing witnh the bar-
barian invasions and their dftermath-- work to which Teggert's

may be a reply or .an addition. This is a shortcoming whether
; .

one reads White[as holdipg that in using 'barbarian' the

nistorian presupreoses fociological theory or whether one reads
v

P
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him as holaing that the term is_shared by the two;disciplineS'
with nelther presupbosing the theory of the.other.. It is also
a shortcoming of Palluch's analysis of 'barbarian' as a shared
term which is used by tne historian in a manner no different
than the ordinary everydéy modefn'use of the term—f il.e., as
not being a technical term at all.

| 3eginning my analysis off the top of my Head, it 1s diffi-
cult for me to see how Teggart has borrowed the term from soci-

-

ology simply because it is difficult to imagine what sociologi-

-

.Cal theory was presupposed or even ébuld be relevant in any
way'fo his use of it. On the other hand, 1t 1is not.hgrd to
imagine what sorts of historiog¢raphical theories might lie be-
hind his use of 'barbarian' or ‘'karbarian invasions' insofar
as it 1is used to identify certain groups ofjpeople vis=-a-vis.

the inhabitants of the Roman Empire. Iq fact, thé term 'bar-
barian', or rather its etvmological ancestors, were specifical-~
ly historiograph%cal terms used by Xenophon, among others, Fo
characterize.é;égidentify certain peoples iike the Perians and
Lydians insofarﬁés they were non-Greek. And of course various
Roman historians continued the use of the term in this<fashion,
extending it to cover non-Greek, non—-rRoman peoples and, in par-
ticular, those found on the northern borders of the Emgire.u
The term was evaluative in that being non-Roman and ndn—Gfer
meant being uncivilized, uncultured, ruge, coarse, gté- The .

Romans themselves seem t0 have characterized and identified

those who invaded the Empire as barbarians. It seems to me

LY
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that Teggart's application of the term to characterizg and
identify tho§e who invaded the Roman Empffe at the time in
question might well reflect historiographical theories about
how the Romans identified and characterized their invaders,
what cultural values and standards were operative and dominant
in the Romans' appraisal of "their own behavior and their ap-
praisal of the behavior of foreigners, and what cultural
values, etc. were implicit in the way of life practiced by
those whno invaded the Emp;;e at this time. Sucn theories,
were they indeed presupposed in Teggart's use of the term,.
would obviou;ly make the term specifically historiograpﬁical
in this context.

Turning from analysis off the top of my heaq to a con-
sideration of how historians actdélly handle the term, it is
possible to find historioéréphical'wofk in which the definition
of the term plays a significant role. Historians dealing with
the problem of the continulty or lack thereof, between the
late Roman Empire and the barbarian kingdoms of the Wes£ of ten
concern themselves with the question of who and what the bar-
bariaﬁ invaders were. Attempts .2t an explicitly formulated
defin;tion of the terms 'barbarian' and ‘'barbarian invasions'
are nQE altogether uﬁcommon. Consider the folillowing one:

-~ "Barbarian Invaéions" is a wide term, covering

more than a millenium. For our presenit pur-—

pose we may -define it as the Germanic settle--
ments which, during the fifth and sixth centuries
A.D. led to the breakdown of Roman government

in the western provinces. This will exclude
such’ later developments as the Slavs, the korthmen,

o~ S
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the Magyars and (except incidentally) the Arab.s.z."L
Here one finds an historiographical definition of the term for
an histériographical purpose~= namely, an analysis of the con-
seqdences_of certain historical events.

"The term is defined apove; as historians are wont to do,
by reference to a specific named nistorical community or group——
l1.e., the Germans. It is defined in a way that is_certainly
not characteristic of the way the éociolégist attempts to de-
fine his technical terms as general terms.. Nor is it charac-

teristic of the way the ordinary man understands the term 'bar-

barian' 1f the dictionary is a reliable guide in this matter.

According to it, he uses the term to refer to one lacking learn-

ing and artistic and literary fefinement. Soth the sociologist

and the ordinary man would most likely use 'barbarian invasion'

..as a general term without making reference to a specific his-

torical period an inteéral part of 1ts meaning. On the other
hand, Moss; the nistorian whose definition is cited, assumes

that the way he is using the term is specific to a particular
historical context. He starts off by noting that an historian

may use it in a way that is applicable specifically within a’

‘wide historical context—- i.e., Western Europe from perhaps

the third to the tﬁirﬁeenth century. For his own purposes he
offérs an historiographicél redefinition that nafrows the con-
text. In neither case do we get a definition entirely in gen-
eral terms which would leave the applicability of the terms

as used unrestricted in principle by historical period.

=
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] ' ' 3
To see even more clearly how historians define a techni-.

+

cal vocabulary for themselves. in ways that clearly distinqyish
it from the technical vocabulary of other sciences and from

ordinary language, consider one further example I offer for

-
analysis-- a term that neither White nor Palluch mentions. I

consider 'feudalism' and the relateéd -adjective 'feudal' as em-

'ployed by nistorians of Europe fairly representative of specifi-
. ‘ -
cally historiographical vocabulary.

It is to be noted first that the term is a descriptive
one. The noun is used to characterize certain patterns of hu—.
man relationsnips in ceftain historical communities and regions.
Certain arrangements in -11th century MNorthern France are said
to be Glear examples of feudalism while cer;ain arrangements

in pre-Christian Scandinavia would be clear examples of non-

.

feudalism. In otner cases, for example, pre-conguest Anglo-

Saxon 3Sritain, there is some dispute.22 The adjective gets

used to characterize various roles and institutions occurring
in the historical communities that are cases of feudaliism.
NMext it should be noted that many historians of Europe

employing the term are explicitly concerned with fcrmulating

definitions, or with explicating its meaning in some other

o

way, and witn justifying them, all in the course of historio-

grapnical works in which the term gets used descriptivelvy.

Disagreement over the correct or proper or more accurate or

most useful definition is characteristic of much of tne litem -

ture. For example, some historians, like Ganshof, use ‘'feudal’



in a sense in which the word is meaningfully applied only to
certain sorts of legal institutions inyolving medieval lords
and their vassals. Others, like Bloch, want to use it in
such a way that l{ is meaningful to characterize the whole
way of life of é épecified community (including its social,

- <L - 2 .
political and economic arrangements) as feudal. 3 Cther con-

r

troversies center around questions of.what,thedefinitioncﬁ'theﬂ\“
\

term should inciude, Is it to be deiined in terms of the in- )
stitution of the fief alone, or ls vassalage the essential

' ‘ . 524
component, or must both be mentioned?

~he importance of the fact that historians do discuss

their use of the term is this. _ One must look to historiographni-
T
oA

cal views and theories about Medieval Europe and 1ts way of
life for an explication of the way the historian employs the

term. For example, in The Origins of English Feudalism R. Al-

+

len 3Brown argues that pre;conquest England was not character-
ized by feudal irstitutions. Apparently-awafe.of the défini—

N M '
tional problem, ne flirst argues that_there are iour elements
essential to a feudal society: (1)‘a ruling class of knichts
.among whom one finds (2) the institution of vassalage, (33
land predominantl§ held by the knights aslriefs in return for
knightly service, ancd (4) castles. Historiographical considera-
tions are put forward to justify wha; in effect amounts to a
definition of 'feudalism'.25 Then aféer an examination of

evidence concerning pre-conquest England-- evidence which ac-
> B

cording to him, shows Anglo-Saxon society to have lacked the



four elements—- he concludes that they were not a £

dal soci-

ety. The sense in which the term is emploved in e conclu-

sion obviouslv presupposes the historiographical \spadework and

argument of the first part of the work. It ha represents
a borrowihg from other disciplines, and Brown's definition is
much too precise to be a mere formulation of ordinary usage.

Thnus I advance 'feudal' and 'feudalism' as examples of
specifically hiﬁtoriographical terms in effect meeting all of )
White's reguirements for specifically S-ical terms.

in reply it might be objected that,&i a discipline is to
have a technical specialized vocabulary, it must consist of -

-

terms emploved in the Same specialized sense by all or most

v

.

pra;titionefs of the discipline. If éach pract;tioﬁer of dis~
cipline § emﬁloys 2 given word (or should I say 'sound'?) in
nis own idiosyncratic way, one could hardly call it a specifi-
cally S-ical term as opposed to a collection of- homonyms. [y
account of 'feudalism' makes it sound a5'thouéh it gets de-
fined all which ways by different historians who thereby use
@ common label for distinct concepts.

iy account so far may make i+ sound that way, but there
is a common eiement that seems to be found irn all explications
of the té}m's meaning. Théy all involve reference to post-— ‘\(’Hﬁ
Carolingian Europe between the Loire and the Rhine-— Lo its
institutions and way of life. This reggdn and the historical

comnunity found there has been called the home of ieudalism

proper‘.26 This is the agreed upon paradigm case among



ray discussion is not merely to argue (contra White, Gardiner and [
o 1

!

327

historians. What feudalism is may to some extent be a matter
of controversy, but there is agreement that whatever it is,
the community named above was an example of it. It is to an
~ .

examination of the evidence concerning this community that
nistorians like Brown tutfn to justgfy formulations of defi-
nitions?’ and that some comparative historians _turn when mak=-
ing judgements as to whether other historical communities and
thelr institutions can be cnhnaracterized és feudal.

Thus it i1s that all definitions of 'feudalism' contain

o< -
what might be called a 'logically privileged

0O

_reference t

L1

péradigm' of the term's application. It is inconceivable that
post-Carolingian Eurcpe between Fhe Loire and the Rnhine not
be counted as a feudal society whatever one may say abdut
pre-=conquest England, Soutnern france or Christian Spain.
Refefence to tnat paradiagm gefs built into the definition or
explication of the term's meaning insofar aS mention of the \\f
paradigm's rame i1s a part of complete definition. Indeed, {
this is as it should be so that where disputes over definition

arise, the disputants have some surety é%at they are nqt en-

gaged in mere semantics while talking past each other. They

are engaged in a meaningful controversy. ’

This brings me to the final point, for the point of this

Palluch) that historians do employ a specialized vocabulary 1

of their own with at least one Zembeiiﬂjfeudalism'. 1 also
want to suggest that at least part of that vocabulary has



some special logical features that distinguish it from speci-

-

alized vocabularies of other disciplines. -

In constructing and applying theories the sociologist,

+h

or example, tends, as far as 1 can teli, to treat his theo-
retical terms like 'revolution' as thoroughly ceneral terms
the meanigg of which can in principle be explicated in further
general terms, or,at least that can be explicated without ref-
erence to zcome one particular logically privileged paradigm of
the term's application. One formulates a clear idea of‘what

a revolution is suc! t..t it is not inconceivable that either
the Russian hevolution Or the I'rench Revolution or the Puritan
Rgvoiution or the Cuban RrRevolution might turr out upon closer
examination not to have been a revolution -after all. If my
analysis of 'feudalism' is correct; this descriptivé term does
not cet treated in this fashion Dby historians. Rather it gets
treated more like many proper adjectives dd.. indeed, I would
count many prober adjectives like 'Puritan', 'Elizabethan'

and 'Cnristian' as specifically nistoriographical terms. Like
a2 proper adjective, 'feudalism' is analytically ;ied to a
proper name. OCne gets some sense of this from dictionary deri~
nitions like tée following:

the svstem of political organization prevailing

in Europe irom the 9th to about the 15ih cen-

tury, naving as 1ts basis the relation of lord

to vassal with 2ll land held in fee and as chief .
characteristics homage, the service of tenants

under arms and 1n court, wardship, and {or-

feiture.

Whatever its histd¥iographical accuracy or wortn, the definition
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makes mention of one particular case ihportant enough to be in-
. g r

ciuded in the definition. I suggest that this feature distin-
culsnes the historian's vocabulary from that of other disci-

lines,

o

I also suggest that this point is integrally tied to the
eariier ratner obvious and not very profound pqégp'gbouh the
nistorian's.concern with prober names. His concern with dis-
tirguishing and identifiving the referents of names of move-
ments, peoples, perlods, institutions, and even events and in-
dividuals may in part be essential for derining some oi the
important descripﬁive terminology ne uses. If so, one has

\
some reason to expand Whitg's concept of a specifically his-
torfbgraph;;al term so that 'these proper names might clearly
qualify for the honor. - .

in any'evént one must conclude that historians would be
unaple to borrow all thelr descriptive terms from other disci-—
plines, inciuding sociology, even if they wanted to. No otner
discipline coins and defines terms in a way that gives them
the features historians require in at least some of their de-
scriptive vocabulary. Although, like other disciplines, nis-
toriograpny may borrow, it also has its own distinctive speci-
alized technical vocabulary. It is the pnilosopher's iask,
herefofore largely neclected, to make its logical featurés

clear and to investigate how it is emplioved.
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