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My purpose in the researching and the writing of this thesis has been to investigate,
and to try to explain, Frank Ankersmit's curious shift from his well expressed and
firmly held narrativist position of Narrative Logic, to an arguably contradictory, yet
passionately held counter belief in the plausibility of a form of direct (sublime)
historical experience — an authentic unmediated relationship with the past. I am,
accordingly, presenting here what I believe to be the most adequate explanatory
account of/for Ankersmit's intellectual journey. A journey which, in essence,
constituted a substitution of his earlier representational, language centred philosophy
of history for what might be taken as a new and mystical non-representational theory.
This alternative theory of Ankersmit’s (let it be called this for now), lacking cognitive
foundations, works on the basis of sensations, moods, feelings and therefore a
consciousness deemed to be received directly from the past itself, and therein ~ for
this thesis — lies its fatal weakness as a historical theory. Belief in the mystical may
be all right at some level, if this is what is wanted, but a mystical experience itself
cannot produce a historical re-presentation which (tautologically) is the only way
that the past can be presented historically. Thus, I argue that Ankersmit’s journey
from language to (historical) experience ~ the latter phenomenon being more
appropriately situated within the field of sociology/social theory and memory studies

— is, in the end, a lost historical cause.
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F. R. (Frank) Ankersmit was not a total stxangef to me when I first came to his
works on historical theory, for his reputation preceded him. As a pre-eminent
philosopher/theorist' of history — the European Hayden White one might say — he

~ had already, for me, assumed a significant status amongst the leaders in his field of
scholarship, and it was that image which influenced my perception of the Ankersmit
who I initially began to read, analyse and situate. But, through that reading,
.analysing and situating, it was precisely that Ankersmit who slowly began to melt
away and mutate as another, quite different Ankersmit emerged out of what became
my radical re-thinking of him — an Ankersmit whose'\ work(s) do not fully live up
either to his pre-eminent reputation or to expectations subsequent to it. This re-
thinking (refiguring/relocating) of Ankersmit, which constitutes the substance of my
thesis, is broadly reflected in its title, ‘The Journey from Language to Experience:
Frank Ankersmit’s Lost “Historical” Cause’, and it is from this goveming
perspective that I have constructed and produced the overall form and content of my
argument. And so that the reader might know, right from the start, the direction and
purpose of this argument, I will first briefly summarise it as a whole and then

discuss its organisation into chapters.

I open my argument with the proposition that there is in Ankersmit’s work(s), vis-d-
vis the philosophy of history, a very good (even excellent) Frank Ankersmit of an
enduring kind. This good/excellent/enduring Ankersmit is the Ankersmit of

! Because Ankersmit in various places is both referred to as, and sometimes refers to himself as, both a
philosopher of history-and a historical theorist (such usage effecting the collapse of any distinction that
might exist between the terms philosopher and theorist in this particular context), it should be noted here
that throughout my own text I have also followed this same common usage, using the two terms either
interchangeably or preferring one over the other depending on what is perceived as, again, ‘the context’.
Furthermore, I should point out at this juncture that, with regard to notations, I will be using single
inverted commas throughout for footnoted quotations, for phrases drawn for discussion from previous
“block” extracts within my own text, and for my own rhetorical questions. My use of dowble inverted
commas will be restricted to either the problematizing or highlighting of word/phrase meanings.
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Narrative Logic* published in 1983. Yet, although the central thesis of that text —
concerning the representational/propositional notion of the narrative substance —
can, in my view, withstand all the criticisms that have been, and might be, levelled
against it, the overall “logic” of Narrative Logic (and Ankersmit is regarded by
many others, as well as by himself, as an extremely logical thinker) arguably leaves
much to be desired. Hence it is my contention that whilst Ankersmit’s notion of
narrative substances does indeed stand impregnable, the thinking that underpins and
underwrites his overall argument as expressed in Narrative Logic (his “means”
which take him to his desired “ends) is often, in its elements, contradictory,
incoherent and even unnecessary — faults which Ankersmit scarce seems to notice
buried, as they frequently are, in an almost intimidatingly difficult and detailed
erudition. Nevertheless, as stated, the conclusions reached by this early Ankersmit
remain, I think, utterly convincing, conclusions which (articulated through the

| concept of narrative substances and informed by his central idea of histories as
being individual proposals about or representations of an absent past) highlight the
always problematical way in which the evidential traces of the past are transformed
into history through, and only through, modes of representation. And that the absent
past, being absent, can only be “known” through-its representations, for there is
nothing else: ‘no representation, no past — Ankersmit’s own phrase — says it all.

I further argue that Ankersmit’s early mode of thinking (as epitomised in Narrative
Logic) was overwhelmingly informed by, and owed its success to, his immersion in
and reading of twentieth-century linguistics, narratology, textuality and
representationalism widely construed. That is to say that his position is locatable in
a language based philosophical context, a location from which he has been
distancing himself over the last fifteen (or so) years until, in 2005, he was able to
fully express his new (and for this thesis his current) position* as articulated in his

2 Ankersmit, F. R., (1983). Narrative Logic: A Semantic Analysis of the Historian’s Language. The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

3 Ankersmit, F. R., (2006). “Presence” And Myth’ in History and Theory 45 1o. 3: p328

* There is perhaps an irony here — maybe even a problem — in the fact that in 2007 Ankersmit launched a
new journal, The Journal of the Philosophy of History (co-edited with Mark Bevir, Paul Roth, Aviezer
Tucker and Alison Wylie), which seems (with regard to the contents of its first three volumes at least) to
give much more room to textualism and intentionality in representation than it does to experience. That is
to say that the Journal addresses old concerns (the concerns of the early Ankersmit), albeit in an overall
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summative Sublime Historical Experience® without, as he put it, ‘recanting’ his
previous position.® Ankersmit argued in SubJime Historical Experience’ that the idea
of history as a literary artifact, as textuality (he began to refer to it as that in his own
shorthand), had been taken-up at too high a price. Matters had gone too far, such that
~ the notion of historical/historian’s experience had been squeezed out of the
prevailing language-centred philosophical/theoretical history debates, these debates
being most recently cast in forms of post-modem types of post-structuralism,
deconstruction and, thereforé, that ubiquitous textualism which now had to be
“reined-in”. As Ankersmit put it epigrammatically: ‘language is where experience is
not and experience is where language is not’.® Accordingly, as Ankersmit explained
at length in Sublime Historical Experience, he now saw it as his task to rehabilitate
experience and to establish a juste milieu precisely between language and

experience.’

Now, in order to begin to understand the nature of the motivational drive which
propelled Ankersmit in the direction of historical experience, and the style of logic
with which he sought to validate this “move”, a number of points can be made at
this early juncture. In the first place Ankersmit has always needed history, a deep-
seated need that, as we shall see, had its origins (not least) in the happy/unhappy
vacillations which characterised his childhood and to which he himself draws
attention. However, and this I think is ironic in the circumstances, Ankersmit’s own
critique of mainstream academic history (as laid out in Narrative Logic) was

critical and disavowing way, yet the curious thing is that experience itself (Ankersmit’s current and
central interest) makes only fleeting, haunting appearances in it. Bearing in mind that this is, after all, the
Journal of Ankersmit’s new ‘Centre for Metahistory’, it appears odd (to me anyway) that it mostly
concerns itself with arguments that have been going on in historical theory for the last twenty odd years
and does not tackle sublime historical experience and its derivatives “head-on” as it were. This footnote
might seem a little premature appearing as it does at this early point in my thesis — and perhaps it is — but
it might, nevertheless, afford something of a foretaste of ambiguities to come as I work through the
multiple aspects of Ankersmit’s developing theoretical position.

3 Ankersmit, F. R., (2005). Sublime Historical Experience. California: Stanford University Press.

¢ The extent/nature of Ankersmit’s recantation is touched upon at various points in this thesis, but I pyll
together my final thoughts on what I consider to be its unresolved ambivalences in the form of a post
script (or coda) at the very end of my Conclusion. v

7 And also in occasional related/formative papers which, as I have mentioned, run back ten to fifteen
years (Ankersmit himself pointing out in the preface to Sublime Historical Experience that that text itself
was some ten years in the making).

® Ankersmit. Sublime Historical Experience. p79 '

® Although, as I hope will become apparent, it could be argued that this move to moderate the pre-
eminence of language took Ankersmit almost to the point of excluding it altogether.
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alfguably so devastating that no empirical, epistemologically-striving history could
ever agam, following this critique of it, be seen to provide access to the kind of
historical truth that Ankersmit himself had always sought. He had in a manner of
speaking “burnt his own boats” and there was literally no going back by this route.
Consequently, in order to get at the past, Ankersmit was forced to look for another
route to it which, he evidently came to believe, could be found through his
rehabilitated notion of experience. Ankersmit, accordingly, argued for a form of
direct experience of the past unmediated by any kind of historical discourse — he
wanted, in effect, to by-pass representational history — and so in this way (this is the .
crucial point) he could successfully circumvent his own crushing critique of it.
Hence, it was Ankersmit’s‘desire to satisfy this newly framed need for a form of
pure, direct contact with the actuality of the past itself - the past “plain” — that led
him through various contentious (in my view) “means” towards his eamestly sought
but unworkable (in my view) “ends”. It is, therefore, in Ankersmit’s arguably
questionable development of his own theoretical position, driven by a particular
need, that one can trace (and perhaps explain) his radical move away from the
comfort and safety of the logic of narrative towards the hazards and perils of a

somewhat bizarre notion of experience.

However, leaving that matter there for the moment and continuing with my
summary, it is my further contention that (whatever else it does) sublime historical
experience draws Ankersmit into a theoretical cul-de-sac if it is “historical”
understanding that he really wants — and that is what he says he wants. For though
Ankersmit establishes his current theoretical position on the basis of (sublime)
historical experience (most fully expressed in his text of that name), what Ankersmit
is actually talking about is arguably neither sublime nor historical nor experiential,
rather it can be seen as a sometimes hyperbolically expressed discourse on the

subject of existential sensation.

Furthermore, and finally, I argue (referring now to the ‘re-locating’ or ‘re-situating’
of Ankersmit's new style of theorisation as mentioned in my first paragraph) that if
Ankersmit’s work on experience is to be located/situated anywhere at all, then it



should be located outside of history altogether, in some comer (a somewhat

" mystical, mythical corner) of social tﬁeory or, to be more precise, within a corner of
memory studies. For it appears to me that Ankersmit’s new and current “home” is to
be found within the embrace of theories of presence and authenticity, of trauma, of
testimony, of witnessing, of nostalgia, etc., a habitat which has been growing rapidly
over the last two or three decades. The crucial point here being that, whatever else it
might be that Ankersmit is now talking about, it is not (strictly speaking) history/
historical theory; it is not about the past as history which, I argue, can only be
produced through modes of textual representationalism. Accordingly, it appears to
me that Ankersmit’s ‘Journey’ towards a pure form of historical experience has
taken him outside the sphere of history altogether into the complex sociological
sphere of memory studies. And it is this ironic tum of events — precisely his ‘Lost

* “Historical” Cause’ of my thesis title — that can be construed/troped as (or simply is)
the tragedy of Frank Ankérsmit’s move from language to (sublime) experience.

Now, within the individual chapters which follow this general thesis as outlined
above is always present; it informs and guides, inter alia, the analysis as a whole.
However, in addition to this general analysis, I also engage Ankersmit — especially
in Chapters Two and Three — through a closely textured series of expositions and
arguments in the particular which address, critically, details of various aspects of his
evolving position.'® Accordingly, in order to keep my general arguments foremost in
the reader’s mind, such excursions into the analytical/particular will at intervals be
“brought back” such that they might be located within the general perspective of my
overall thesis. And it is to be hoped that this strategy — this constant movement
between the general and the particular — adds both depth and clarity to my overall
argument which I unpack and organise within a structure comprising four chapters

and a conclusion as follows.

¢ In Chapter One (‘The Good Ankersmit’) I establish my very best
Ankersmit; for this purpose the arguments used focus principally, but not

10 Although my comments during such arguments are sometime critical and sharp, I hope that they will
not be taken as disrespectful.



| exclusively, on Ankersmit’s innovative derivation and development of the
concept of narrative substances.

In Chapter Two (‘A Moment of Hesitation’) I argue, on the basis of detailed
analyses rather than on the more expository (though still analytical) nature of
Chapter One, that this good Ankersmit is not so very good after all. For not -
only is his thesis in general (re: narrative substances) supported by a series of
problematical philosophical and algebraic arguments or proofs deemed here
to be (in the end) strictly unnecessary, but it also appears that Ankersmit is
only able to establish the originality of his position on the back of several
radical misreadings of other people. Accordingly, the point that emerges out
of this analysis is that whilst Ankersmit’s conclusions (as concisely stated by
him) seem to me to be impeccable and eminently sustainable, the manner in
which he establishes them is, arguably, flawed. Consequently, Ankersmit
who both presents himself as, and appears to be accepted as, ‘the
personification of philosophical rectitude and logical rigour (with regard to
historical theory at least) — turns out to be something of a disappointment.
However, a disappointment or not, Ankersmit himself very clearly thought
that what he was doing was pretty good, in fact so good that he could see, or.
intuit, that his own ruinous critique of mainstream history was, in effect,
denying him the only available (albeit problematical) route to the
“knowledge” of the past that he had (and has) always needed and always
sought. Ankersmit was therefore compelled to find and then transfer to an
alternative style of theory that would, without falling foul of his own critique
of representational history, allow some form of access to the past. And it is
this transition — this crab-like move from language to experience in search of
some other route via a “real” history towards a “real” past — that constitutes
the subject matter of Chapter Three.

Chapter Three (‘Ankersmit in Transition’) can therefore be read as a kind of
“bridge” between two radically different modes of thought. Hence, in this
chapter I investigate the arguments which Ankersmit began to develop
especially (but not only) in the papers collected together in the volume



History and Tropology'' (and not least arguments wherein he crucially
distances himself from Hayden White) and which led him towards and began
to shape his notion of (sublime) historical experience. It is this extraordinary
idea of the actual possibility of historical experience as Ankersmit construed
it (subsequently to be developed into sublime historical experience) that leads
me into my Fourth Chapter which deals directly with it. |
e Accordingly, in Chapter Four (‘Sublime Historical Experience’), whilst

attempting to adopt a more general and discursive style (without,
nevertheless, losing an analytical “edge” ),'* I critique Ankersmit’s notion of
sublime historical experience and its dependent derivatives; in particular,
presence and parallel processing. All of these phenomena (along with
Ankersmit’s fellow articulators of them who represent what I call the
“Groningen School”)" I shall then remove from the field of history studies to
the field of memory studies where, as already mentioned, I think they really
belong. _ .

¢ Finally, in my Conclusion, I shall attempt to draw together (without too much
repetition) the various elements of my thesis into what I hope is a coherent
whole and locate it in a wider philosophical perspective.

There are now but two remaining matters which I want to mention in these
introductory remarks; the first is to do with positioning and reading, the second with

the uniqueness of this thesis.

Referring to the question of positioning in general, and taking due notice of one of
Ankersmit’s own arguments, I have to (and I do) take into account that the framing
and prefiguring of any body of work will always be cast in a certain kind of “mould”
governed by the point-of-&iew of its author. I am very aware that other people
adopting different points-of-view could, would, and do read Ankersmit quite

' Ankersmit, F. R, (1994). History and Tropology: The Rise and Fall of Metaphor. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

12 Such an approach, I shall argue, befits a reading of the someumeanalytxcal but more often
1mpressnomst1c mood of Sublime Historical Experience.

13 The Gromngen School” and its advocates (for example, Eelco Runia, Hans Gumbrecht ef al) will be

discussed in Chapter Four.



differently from me. Nevertheless, it remains my contention that what I am putting
forward in this thesis, as my thesis, constitutes the very best way of reading
Ankersmit’s oeuvre. And my argument, arising out of this best reading, is broadly
speaking articulated about what I have already characterised as Ankersmit’s tragic
trajectory of historical/philosophical thought — a trajectory which carried him via
various texts from his theoretical position as expressed and embodied in the
narrative substance of Narrative Logic to the mystical, mythical, not even historical
Ankersmit of Sublime Historical Experience. However, as I have already explained,
I am quite -aware that relative to different points-of-view other readings of
Ankersmit are not only possible but inevitable. I am, for instance, quite sure that
Ankersmit himself would not see his own evolution over the last (let us say) twenty-
five years as constituting some kind of perverse movement from a good to an
intellectually impoverished or a tragic version of himself — in fact, quite the reverse.
Ankersmit would, and indeed does, see himself as being the very best possible
Ankersmit right now and thus, believing that he has arrived at something of huge
value and significance to historians and historical theorists, he would see the earlier
Ankersmit as being, no doubt, still pretty good, but also somewhat passé in the

' context of his now current position.'* However, my argument is that the nature of

- Ankersmit’s developing position can only be adequately grasped when seen
completely the other way around. That is to say that since his development of the
notion of narrative substances he has not been getting-bettzr but, rather, he has been
getting worse, to the extent that he now draws at least some of his theoretical
arguments from the arguably eccentric and highly subjective world of mysticism as
he “migrates”, apparently without fully noticing it, from history into memory.

My second and final point concerns the question of the uniqueness (original
contribution to knowledge, etc.) of my thesis. During my research into Ankersmit

™ [ order to justify this conclusion I refer to Ankersmit’s Introduction to Sublime Historical Experience
wherein he suggests that whilst not actually recanting his previous narrativist theoretical position he is,
nevertheless, moving on to a much better understanding of what history is and, indeed, he is even looking
into how historical consciousness per se came into being. Thus, even though he appears to be retaining

his previous theoretical position with regard to the historical text, he undeniably offers his new experience
based thesis as an advance on this previous position. For he presents it as not only a more comprehensive
thesis but (and this is the main point) also as an unproblematic and authentic direct engagement with the
actual past — something beyond the capacity of the historical narrative. These matters will be fully
addressed as the thesis proceeds i



-and his current milieu I did not, and nor have I since, come across any lengthy
comprehensive account or prolonged and systemic analysis of his work(s). Such a
thing does not appear to exist in any language and dertainly not in English.
Accordingly, there seems to be precious little available in terms of substantial
literature of the kind exemplified by this thesis. Of course over the yéars (and
increasingly so latterly), Ankersmit has undertaken several interviews during which
he has clarified his views on a range of matters including his own work and its
“trajectory” as he sees it. There also exists a small number of sometimes incisive
papers on some or other aspect of his work(s). For example a paper by J. Zammito
on representation, overviews of Ankersmit’s work(s) by E. Domarnska and K.
Jenkins, and a few occasionally more abrasive reviews on some of his individual
publications (for instance, that of C. B. McCullagh and also, although less
provocatively argued, those of M. S. Roth, T. G. Chorell, et al)."* But, 50 far as I am
aware, this thesis is the first and therefore the only attempt to evaluate Ankersmit at
length in some analytical and thus critical detail and, therefore, the first to discern
and expound a different trajectory from those occasionally suggested by others as
well as that which Ankersmit’s would see as his own. Accordingly, it is my hope
that my arguments here concerning Ankersmit’s work(s) will constitute a different,
worthwhile addition to the extant literature. And moreover that, both in its |
originality and perhaps its persuasiveness, it might be of future use to others
working in what is, not withstanding my particulaf critique of Ankersmit’s
increasingly experiential adventure, a vibrant and fascinating sphere of interest.

1 These commentators and their reviews (along with others) will be evaluated in various places
throughout my thesis.



Chapter One
The Good Ankersmit

The Ankersmit of the title of this chapter is the Ankersmit who emerges from and is
thus defined by his first book Narrative Logic' published in 1983. In order to
illustrate exactly what I mean by this I propose to lay out and evaluate the principal
elements of Ankersmit’s essential argument as articulated therein, prefaced very
briefly by two pertinent considerations. My first is that to appreciate the full
significance of his soméwhat controversially received text (and the disruption that it
- caused within the discipline), one needs to understand Ankersmit’s own reading of

the general state of historical theory at that time. And my second, that one cannot
ignore — as Ankersmit certainly did not ignore — the earlier huge contribution to this
field of study by Hayden White, and here I refer particularly to White’s publication
of Metahistory” in 1973.

With regard to the first point, Ankersmit held (correctly I think) that before the
publication of the two above mentioned books historical theory had concerned itself
almost exclusively'with historical research, while the writing up of the product of
that research — a process that was generally taken to be relatively transparent and
therefore unproblematic — had, as a consequence, remained largely uninvestigated.
In short, there was no comprehensive philosophical analysis of the writing of history
per se, and Ankersmit’s precise purpose in the writing of Narrative Logic was to set
that matter right. This is not to say that some questions concerning the intrinsic
character of the (ubiquitous) narrative form had not, albeit in somewhat piecemeal
form, been previously addressed. As Ankersmit pointed out in his Introduction to
Narrative Logic, such explanatory literature could indeed be found but, disregarding
for the moment the work of Hayden White, this was more often than not in the form

! Ankersmit, F. R., (1983). Narrative Logic: A Semantic Analysis of the Historian's Language. The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.
? White, H., (1973). Metabhistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press.
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of disparate articles (for example, those of Louis Mink, Roland Barthes et a/) which,
collectively he held, could not be seen to constitute ‘a comprehensive survey
of....the nature and task of narrative philosophy’.?

But — my second point — with White this was obviously very different, for amongst
the then literature (even if one includes, say, Walter B. Gallie, Arthur Danto, Morton
White and Maurice Mandelbaum)* White was exceptional and, as noted, Ankersmit
‘could not and did not ignore him. Indeed, due to Ankersmit’s constant harking-back
to White in what one might see, over time, as a love/hate relationship in his
sometime association with and sometime rejection of White’s position, there is a

. sense in which White might even be seen to have been a constant spectre, haunting
(and disturbing) Ankersmit’s theoretical advances. Certainly, to put it neutrally at
this early juncture, Ankersmit’s work can in some ways (as we shall see) be taken as
a development of White’s own work. Yet, having said that, I still think that it would
be a mistake to imagine that Ankersmit might have found in White a model for his
own theorising. For whilst Ankersmit’s early arguments, broadly speaking, carried
him towards some of the same general conciusiohs as those expressed by White (in,
for instance, Metahistory), he has nevertheless always been and undeniably remains

‘original and complex in his own right’.*

Ankersmit’s original project as he saw it himself, then, was to demonstrate that
contemporary historical theory was inadequate to its undertaking; that it failed to
satisfactorily account for the nature of the narrative form which was generally taken
to arise unproblematically out of the product — the facts and singular statements — of
historical research. Accordingly, through his intervention in the discipline,
Ankersmit sought to challenge that established position by proposing tha; the
hitherto presumed transparent process of historical writing was nothing less than
opaque. And, furthermore, that almost everything that really mattered in the process

% Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. pl ’

* Gallie, W. B., (1964). Philosophy and Historical Understanding. New York: Liveright Publishing;
Danto, A., (1965). Anabytical Philosophy of History. Cambridge: Cambridge University press; White, M.,
(1965). Foundations of Historical Knowledge. New York: Harper & Row; Mandelbaum, M., (1967). The
Problem Of Historical Knowledge: An Answer To Relativism. New York: Harper and Row, and also
Mandelbaum, M., (1971). History, Man and Reason. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

3 Jenkins, K., (1999). Why History? Ethics and Postmodernity. London: Routledge. p136
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of history production took place between the completion of historical research and
its writing up ir_lto narrative form — a process which Ankersmit referred to as the
trajectory from evidence to text, It was the express purpose of Narrative Logic to
scrutinize these matters through philosophical enquiry — essentially an enquiry into
the nature of the narrative form, the nature of narrative knowledge that emerged
 from it and the role of linguistic instruments in the structure of that knowledge. Thus
the possibility, or otherwise, of correspondence between the past and its narrative
representation might be determined.

Against this lightly sketched background I now turn directly to the text of Narrative
Logic in order to examine and analyse the principal elements of Ankersmit’s
argument, an argument which is articulated around three propositions or theses, his
three ‘essential pillars’ (as he called them) which briefly put go as follows®:

1) That the past has no narrative structure within it — such structures occurring

only in narratives themselves.
2) That narrative substances are the pnmary narrative entities in narrative

accounts of the past.
3) That there is a relationship between narrative substance and metaphor and that

the narrative use of language is indeed fundamentally metaphorical.

Pillar 1

In Chapter Four of Narrative Logic, Ankersmit draws attention to the distinction
between the spheres of thought associated with the positions adopted by both the
‘narrative realist’ and the ‘narrative idealist’, and it will be necessary to follow this
argument through in order to grasp the substance of Ankersmit’s first essential
pillar.

Ankersmit’s so called narrative realist accepts the historical narrative as the
. verbalisation of a kind of “picture” of the actual past and since this picture, which is
~ presumed to truly correspond with the past, arises out of the various statements that

© These three pillars, as expressed here, are contractions of Ankersmlt s descriptions laid out on p87, p100
and p216 of Narrative Logic.
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constitute the narrative itself, then it is taken that the author of that narrative must
have had at his/her disposal a set of translation rules in order to effect the projection
of past events and situations directly into narrative form. The source of these
translation rules, Ankersmit suggested, could‘perhapé be found in the models and
theories of the social sciences, or alternatively — and here he draws on the works of
various German twentieth century philosophers — they might be found in the notion
of value (seen here as the driving force of historical enquiry) and thus provide the
historian with the transcendental structure required to perform this direct translation
of the evidence of the past into a corresponding narrative form. Ankersmit brings
together the foregoing as follows:

....the historian is offered a set of translation rules, either in the form of a value
system or of socio-scientific theories, which, it is claimed, indicate how to
translate the historical past into the language of historiography... .philosophies
of history are based upon the (implicit) conviction that historiography is
essentially a projection in historical language of past reality in conformity with
these translation rules.’

Now, this verbalised picture theory of narrative realism is dismissed by Ankersmit
for a number of reasons. In the first place he detects a debilitating terminologically
generated confusion invading and eliding the quite separate domains of ontology,
epistemology and the social sciences. For he recognises that these three categories,
which are central to the philosophy of narrative realism, are at risk of losing their
boundaries. Put more precisely, Ankersmit’s concern is that the narrative realist
might in error attribute an epistemological status to a particular set of socio-
scientific rules thus asserting that only these amongst all possible rules can relate the
past to its narrativised account. Such a strategy would have the effect of erasing the
distinction between the domains of the epistemological and the socio-scientific, a
gift to those who would transform history into a social science. Then, with regard to
hermeneutic theory, which comes complete with its own intrinsic life experience
translation rules and rests on the notion of ontological equality between the
historian and the historical agent, a rather similar problem occurs but in this case the
confusion arises between the categories of epistemology and ontology. And to
complete this bewildering assortment of elisions, there also exists a confusion of the

7 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p82
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ontological with the socio-scientific which would appear to sustain the belief that it
is indeed the essence of the past that is being translated into its narrative
representation. At this stage in the argument it is already quite clear that a lack of
clarity has its uses, and it provokes Ankersmit into writing that ‘the picture theory
depends for its very, existence on a confusion of the ontological, the epistemologiéal

and the socio-scientific’ 8

However, this problematic triple confusion of categories is, for Ankersmit, eclipsed
by much more fundamental objections to the narrative realist’s position. For, as he -
explained, it is difficult to see how the historical narrative can be taken as a
definitive picture or projection of the actuality of the past when taking into account
the following two points. First there is the question of categofy confusion; one
cannot place a picture and a narrative into the same category simply to establish
some linking mechanism between them. And, second, it would appear that any set of
translation rules selected to perform this task of translation must themselves be
selected and imposed arbitrarily. Indeed, there can never be any consensus on this
matter, for by what measure can the definitive global translation rules of selection be
selected to the satisfaction of all intérested parties? Ankersmit continued with the

~ observation that: '

....the past [is not] like a landscape that has to be projected onto the linguistic
level with the help of projection or translation rules. For the “historical
landscape” is not given to the historian; he has to construct it. The narratio’ is
not the projection of a historical landscape...... the past is only constituted in
the narratio. The structure of the narratio is a structure /ent to or pressed on the
past and not the reflection of a kindred structure objectively present in the past
itself. We should reject ‘the idea that there is a determinate historical actuality,
the complex referent of all our narratives of “what actually happened”, the
untold story to which narrative histories approximate’.'®

All of which leads Ankersmit to the conclusion that the past does not possess a
narrative structure; narrative structures — a linguistic matter — occur only in

® Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p86
® Ankersmit favours the use of the word narratio as a contraction of historiographical narrative

representation of the past. My preference is to stay with its shorter equivalent historical narrative.

19 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p86. However, in the final sentence Ankersmit cites Mink L. O. (1978).
‘Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument’, in Canary R.H. and Kozickj H. (eds.) The Writing of History:
Literary Form and Historical Understanding. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. pp129-149
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 narratives themselves. Furthermore, the past and its representation in narrative form
are clearly separated by fundamental structural differences which deny the
possibility of the existence of effective translation rules, since such rules would
necessarily be required to perform the impossible task of linking entities that reside
in categorically different domains. Hence, the narrative realist viewpoint loses
credibility, and Ankersmit tums his attention to a matter which will not only be used
to characterise the ‘narrative idealist’ but will also form the basis of his theory of
narrative substances. This is how he introduces his proposal:

the objects in the past so often mentioned by historians, objects such as
intellectual, social or political movements and even nations or social groups,
have no status in the past itself independent of the narratio: they spring from

and are justified by the narratio."

The point that Ankersmit is making here can be illustrated thus. A historian
accounting for ‘The Renaissance’ might appear to be describing or investigating
some thing that actually existed in the past; however, nobody living in Florence in
1500 would have been aware of any Renaissance as an object of possible study and
measurement by future historians. This is simply because the word Renaissance (as
used in this sense) refers to a 19% century colligatory term first adopted by
historians of that period for the purpose of collecting together data which, when
taken in sum, individuated the notion of a classically inspired rebirth of intellectual
pursuits, particularly (but not always) artistic pursuits, associated with a loosely
defined historical period. No two historians are necessarily going to exactly agree on
the scope of data to be included within the term Renaissance; such decisions will be
governed by the points-of-view of the historians in question. The Renaissance, then,
is a concept figured within its narrative representation only, and that is all.'? The

'! Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p87
12 1t is interesting to note that the term ‘Renaissance’ was first used, as understood here, by the French

historian Jules Michelet in his History of France (1855) and he saw it more as a general development in
the sciences rather than in the arts, occupying the period from Columbus through Copernicus to Galileo
(the mid 15™ to mid 17® centuries) ~ that is, from the discovery of the earth to the discovery of the
heavens (see Mansfield, B., (1992). Man on His Own: Interpretations of Erasmus. Toronto: Toronto
University Press. pp140-143). The term was next used by the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt who
defined the Renaissance as the period from Giotto to Michelangelo (the mid 14® to mid 16 centuries)
and thus, for him, it was an Italian affair centred on the arts (see the Penguin Books translation of
Burckhardt’s original 1860 text in Burckhardt, J., (1990). The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy. St.
Ives: Clays Ltd.) However, more recently the historian and genealogist Randolph Starn has taken the
view that the Renaissance was a movement of practices and ideas without definitive beginnings, middles
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central point to be stressed here is that the past is given shape or, better still,
_ narratively “illustrated” by means of
....entities that do not form part of the past itself and that do not even refer to
actual historical phenomena or aspects of such phenomena’. This is what I
would like to call narrative idealism." "
All this both reaffirms the fundamental structural divide between the past and its
narrative representation and suggests a certain autonomy of function with regard to
the historical narrative which appears to be primarily governed by a narrative logic
informed by linguistic rules and devices rather than the actuality of the past itself,
The past can thus be seen to underdetermine its historicisation. The historical
narrative can, therefore, no longer be taken as some sort of “window” through which
the actuality of some past event might be viewed exactly as it was, rather it has to be
seen as a proposal about that event. Or, as Ankersmit puts it, a mode of ‘seeing as’
cut adrift from the actuality of the past because it is unavoidably mediated through a
complex of autonomous narrative devices which, stricto-sensu, lack any points of

reference located in the past itself.

Now, none of this is intended to deny the veracity of facts or singular statements
which refer to things, events or states of affairs which once “inhabited” the past.
Nobody is likely to deny that Elizabeth 1* was Queen of England and Ireland from
17" November 1558 until her death on 24™ March 1603. Such matters, which are
ultimately validated by consensus, are entirely the concern of the field of historical
research and, whilst Ankersmit has always recognised the value of this field of
studies, it did not much figure in his thesis. Rather, Ankersmit is talking about
conjunctions of facts and singular statements and the narrative knowledge that they
carry by virtue of the manner in which they are structured into a coherent whole; the

and endings (see Starn, R., (2002). ‘The European Renaissance’, in Ruggiero, G. (ed.). 4 Companion to
the Worlds of the Renaissance. London: Blackwell Publishing. pp39-54). The point that I wish to make at
this stage in my argument is that amongst these three eminent historians (one being responsible for
“coining” the term Renaissance in the first place) we have three radically different ideas a!)out “{hﬂl the
Renaissance actually was and which period it actually occupied. But (and this is Ankeramit’s point) each
. of these accounts is, no doubt, coherently articulated about its own uniquely individuated yet quite
different narrative substance, and it is precisely such coherence which validates each account internally
with reference to itself and not to the past. This matter will be discussed at greater length below.

13 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p87 ’
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structure of the historical text being the key, for as the historian/historical theorist

Alun Munslow has pointed out, the text

....is a structure and, as such, it has a logic of its own. Its logic is not that of
reflection of the empirical essence hidden in things in the past but, rather, as a
form of explanation its power resides in its own structure — structure which is

always more than the sum of its parts.™*
This structure — the logic of the narrative form — was precisely Ankersmit’s subject
of inquiry. He wanted to investigate the nature of it and understand how narrative
knowledge (the meanings of narrative accounts of the past generated within the text)
issued from the whole historical text. To fail to grasp this, as some do," is to miss
_the point of his book.

In summation then, the past has no narrative structure within it — narrative structures
occur (tautologically) only in narratives. Objects such as intellectual, social or
political movements, nations, social groups and so on, have no “historical” status in
tﬁe past itself. They spring from and are justified only by the structure of the
historical narrative. The past is thus “illustrated” by means of entities which do not
form part of the past itself, nor do these entities literally refer to the past. Hence, a
gap exists between the past and its narrative representation which, in effect, not only
affirms the structural autonomy of the historical narrative as a whole, but it also
draws attention to the significance of the linguistic devices which govern it. In order
to investigate the existence of any possible relationship between the actuality of the
past (a past which does not say how it is to be represented) and the historical
narrative that is presumed to be its representation, it would be necessary, Ankersmit
argued, to analyse the logical structure of narrative accounts of the past and the
precise nature of the narrative knowledge of the past arising from these accounts.

“ Munslow, A., (2003). The New History. London: Pearson Longman. p150
13 For instance, Jonathan Gorman, referring both to the historical narrative as a whole and its singular
statements says that *....the whole cannot be more than the sum of its parts.....a heroic argument is
required to establish that indeed the whole is more than the sum of its parts’. This notion is central to
Gorman’s argument as laid out in Gorman J. L., (1997). ‘Philosophical Fascination with Whole Historical
Text’ in History and Theory 36 no. 3: ppd06-415. I have been unable to find explicit expressions of this
view elsewhere but, nevertheless, I believe it to be part of the discourse in some quarters, in the sense that
it reveals itself as a presupposition in argument.
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To adopt a position consistent with these above observations would be to adopt
Ankersmit’s own 'pos_ition which is that of the narrative idealist. And this position
rests on the assumption that there exists a narrative logic, uninformed by the past,
which structures (apparent) knowledge of the past internally within its own narrative
form. By contrast, and rejected 4by Ankersmit in his argument, narrative realism rests
on the assumption that narrative knowledge of the past is directly informed by the
past itself.

In the light of the foregoing the question of the veracity of historical facts or
statements — vis-d-vis their referential links to the past — loses its assumed centrality
and urgency. Indeed, it is undeniably the case that scholarly debate between
historians almost exclusively focuses on the relative merits of different narrative
interpretations of past events and how they might relate to other key texts that have
somehow come to occupy authoritative positions on the subjects in question. For
example, although I have read many reviews of history books by eminent historians,
I have only rarely encountered any significant challenges to the facts of these
various texts and, where a challenge is made, it is often in the form of a mild rebuke
(for instance, sloppy work....get it right!). But, even when facts are to some degree
questioned, the reviewers primary interest always concerns the validity of the text
viewed as a whole when measured-up against the background context of other
related texts. All in all history can be seen as an essentially inter-textual enterprise.

That much taken as understood, Ankersmit then moved on to investigate the nature
and function of this narrative logic which apparently embodies the capacity to
generate an endless collection of different historical accounts (sometimes radically
different but always different) of the same past event. To meet this challenge
Ankersmit proposed a new linguistic device, the narrative substances, which now

brings me to his second essential pillar.

18



Pillar 2

So, what precisely does Ankersmit mean by narrative substances and where does
this idea come from? Well, I think that the best way to get into Ankersmit’s essential
position is to understand how the concept of the narrative substance emerged out of
an old idea which Ankersniit had appropriated and then ingeniously reshaped for his
own purposes. By which I mean that what Ankersmit so successfully did was to take
the historical theorist W. H. Walsh’s exhausted notion of the ‘colligatory concept’,
sever it from its objective referential entanglements, re-describe it as a ‘linguistic
instrument’ and then relocate it in language where it had really always belonged. To
explaiﬁ exactly what I mean by all this it will first be necessary to have a closer look

at Walsh’s proposition.

Walsh introduced the concept of colligation (along with its anticipated explanatory

potential) into the philosophy of history in his paper, ‘The Intelligibility of
'History’,' published in 1942. Walsh had borrowed the idea from the nineteenth

century English philosopher and historian of science William Whewell, and Walsh

continued to develop it throughout the course of various editions and reprints of An
Introduction to Philosophy of History'" before finalizing his argument in an essay
 entitled “Colligatory Concepts in History’'® (Walsh explained in this essay that he
preferred to use the term “colligatory concepts’ rather than its earlier equivalent,
‘appropriate conceptions’). °

Colligation, as construed by Walsh, is essentially a form of contextualisation; that is,
events are placed in a context through the establishment of a web of
interconnections with other events in a manner that reveals the larger historical
wholes of which the individual events are constituent parts. Walsh expected that
colligation would offer the historian a tool of common usage in the sense that it
might operate in its own right and independently with regard to the existing

16 Walsh, W. H., (1942)." The Intelligibility of History’ in Philosophy 17 no. 66: pp128-143
17 Walsh, W. H., (1967). An Introduction to Philosophy of History. London: Hutchison & Co. p59
1% Walsh, W. H., (1967). ‘Colligatory Concepts in History’ in Burston and Thompson (eds.) Studies in the
Nature of Teaching History. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. pp65-84
1% 1bid. p72
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posiﬁvist and idealist theories of historical uhderstanding which had been essentially
articulated through C. G. Hempel’s ‘Covering Law Model’ and R. G. Collingwood’s
‘Re-enactment Theory’ respectively. Walsh’s introductory illustrative account of the
process of colligation was set out as follows:

If a historian is asked to explain a partlcular historical event I think he is often
inclined to begin his explanation by saying that the event in question is to be
seen as part of a general movement which was going on at the time. Thus
_Hitler's reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936 might be elucidated by
reference to the general policy of German self-assertion and expansion
which Hitler pursued from the time of his accession to power. Mention of this
policy, and specification of earlier and later steps in carrying it out, such as the
repudiation of unilateral disarmament, the German withdrawal from the
League of Nations, the absorption of Austria and the incorporation of the
Sudetenland, do in fact serve to render the isolated action from which we
started more intelligible. And they do it by enabling us to locate that action in
its context, to see it as a step in the realisation of a more or less consistent
policy. To grasp a policy of that sort and appreciate the way in which indi-
vidual events contributed to its realisation is, at least in many cases, part of
what is normally invelved in giving a historical explanation.?’

Walsh is thus suggesting here that the historian seeks an intelligible narrative whole,
realised (in this particular example) through a ‘unity of plot’ arising out of the
oonﬁextuahsmg process of colligation®!, and that having achieved this unity any
particular event within that whole mxght be thought to have been explained. It should
also be noted here that Walsh’s theory does not incorporate the idea that history could
be seen as a ‘rational process......[or that his theory should be seen as] the only

explanatory procedure adopted by historians’.? For

..in saying that the historian attempts to find mtelhglblhty in history by
colhgatmg events according to appropriate ideas I am suggesting no theory of
the ultimate moving forces in history. I say nothing about the origin of the
ideas on which the historian seizes; it is enough for me that those ideas were
influential at the time of which he writes. Thus the only rationality in the
historical process which my theory assumes is a kind of surface rationality: the

20 Walsh. An Introduction o Philosophy of History. p59
2! One should note here (taking this particular example cited by Walsh) that the contextualising process

would necessarily show a preference for the selection of narrative statements capable of collectively
individuating the idea that Hitler did in fact have in his mind the unity of plot proposed by the historian in
question. It is, thus, the central idea that there must have been a particular unity of plot that governs the
selection of statements which together individuate that very unity of plot notion. Accordingly, it could be
argued that the “colligatory concept’ functions internally in a circular fashion and, furthermore, that it is
exactly this autonomous mode of operation which is carried into its successor, the narrative substance
5,” discussed later in this Chapter).

1bid. p62
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fact that this, that and the other event can be grouped together as parts of a
single policy or general movement. Of the wider question whether the policy
or movement was itself the product of reason in a further sense I have nothing

here to say.?

Of course, the colligatory concept relies on hindsight to create the contextualised
field into which the various individual statements fit in sequence. Or, in other words,
it is only by knowing how things turned out that historians (who, I think, generally

- distance themselves from hindsight and its traditional accomplice in crime -
anachronism) can properly conceive of the whole in the first place, and it is therefore
the directional “goal seeking” sequence of the parts with respect to the whole (as in
the particular example cited, namely the case of Hitler;s expansionist policies) that
generates a mode of historical thinking which ‘proceeds in teleological terms’.** It is
also of interest to note that the events collected togeﬂler in this particular case are
related by period and not fype and, furthermore, that there does not appear anywhere
at all in Walsh’s work, so far as I can see, an explanation of the event selection
methddology to be employed by the historian. I presume that this matter was to be
left to individual judgement and that selection would be a rather personal, and
therefore obscure, value based affair.

Other more familiar examples of colligatory concepts mentioned by Walsh were

- “The Renaissance’, “The Enlightenment’, ‘The Industrial Revolution’, ‘The Age of
Reform’ and so on. These terms are of a more geheral nature than that of Hitler’s

expansionist policies and might be characterised as complexes of inwardly related

events and situations that appear to be unplanned (unlike Hitler’s relatively

deliberate sequence of acts). However, all of these colligatory concepts seem to be,

in their wholes, of greater significance than the sum of their constituent parts.

Walsh does not offer any further meaningful analysis of his teleological mode of
historical thinking, but he does move on in his unfolding explanation to account for
deviations from his initial expansionist model. Here I quote W. H. Dray on Walsh

who notes that

® Ibid. p62
2 Ibid. p60
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....historians will be able to discern governing purposes and goals in cases
where the agents concerned did not deliberately seek to realise them, let alone
plan to bring them about by stages. ... As an example, Walsh cites the way a
‘sense of imperial mission’ throws light on much that happened in the political
history of Great Britain in the late nineteenth century, although few of the
agents concerned ever articulated such an idea to themselves.....Colligations
depending upon the idea of unconscious motivation in this way Walsh calls
‘semi-teleological’®. .. he also lays considerable emphasis on deviations from

a straightforwardly teleological paradigm by reason of the intervention of
chance occurrences or other unintended consequences in most historical
endeavours. Even when agents are pursuing plans and policies, he observes,
the latter may often have to be adjusted because of changing circumstances,
especially those resulting from the uncontrollable actions of others.

Consequently, Walsh found himself foréed to devise a complex system of sub-
categories beneath his colligatory concepts in order that the overall device might be
seen to remain adequate to its task. Indeed, C. B. McCullagh, who later tried to
develop Walsh’s argument, found it necessary to account for even more different
sets and sub-sets of colligation. In particular, he introduced the sub-categories of the
‘formal’ (relating to the formal structure of historical processes and the changes
brought to them by the actions of historical agents) and the ‘dispositional’
(effectively values or ideas which could be shown to be motivating historical agents
with regard to specific events or sets of events). >’ And, whilst revising the notion of
colligatory concepts for his (previously mentioned) 1967 publication, Walsh himself
recognized that in his earlier writings he had omitted to incorporate the social
dimension in historical understanding. He accordingly noted that the idea of social
process ‘should have been taken as primary’?® in his earlier works — an unfortunate
admission after the devotion of some twenty-five years to an intransigent theory that
had, time and again, effectively evaded the grasp of its advoéates.

However, the point that I am trying to illustrate here is that a number of people
(more than I have mentioned — a longer list would include such theorists as L. B.

% For further explanation see Walsh. An Introduction to Philosophy of History. p61

% Dray, W. H., (1989). On History & Philosophers of History. Leiden & New York: E. J. Brill. pp37-53

37 McCullagh, C. B., (1978). ‘Colligation and Classification in History’ in History and Theory 17 no. 3:
267-284 ‘

? Burston and Thompson (eds.) Studies in the Nature of Teaching History. pT3
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Cebik, D. Thompson and M. White)* had, over several years, buried themselves in
the “nuts and bolts” of Walsh’s theory in what turned out to be an endless and
unproductive search for some kind of workable understanding of it. The combined
efforts of Walsh, Dray, McCullagh and the others had thus failed to arrive at any
satisfactory understanding of the nature and significance of the valuable “tool”
which lay before them. An indication of the mode of thought brought to bear on the
problem is epitomised by Dray’s insistence that colligatory concepts must be part of
the past and not ‘imposed on the past... [lest they] constitute a projection of the
present upon the past rather than an attempt to take it for what it is and to study it for

its own sake’. %

And here what I find curious is that hardly anyone investigating this matter seemed
to notice that the notion in quéstion, the colligatory concept, is of course just that, a
concept, and that as a concept it must surely reside in the mind of the conceiver of
that concept and not in the past itself. Yet this concept was sought-out and
investigated as‘if it were in possession of some form of objective status, as if'it had ,
once existed in the past as an object to which one might refer. McCullagh, referring
to The Renaissance in just such a manner, declared it to be of a general rather than a
specific nature because “historians found reason to speak of renaissances occurring
in other periods, and even in other civilisations’.*' Renaissances were thus presumed
to occur in the past — just like outbreaks of the plague, ‘

However, Ankersmit then stepped into the frame with a brilliant idea which finally
(for me at least) closed down this extended debate. For (as I have said), he
appropriated Walsh’s colligatory concept, cut it loose from its problematic direct
referential linkage with the past and re-described it under a new name, the narrative
substance, as a linguistic device. A device which was and is fundamental to the

' logical structure of narrative accounts of the past and hence, all at once, old

» Cebik, L. B, (1969). Colligation and the Writing of History’ in The Monist 53. pp40-57, Thompson,
D., “Colligation and History Teaching’ in Studies of the Nature and Teaching of History. pp85-106, and

thte M., (1965). Foundations of Historical Knowledge. New York: Harper & Row. pp252-254

* Dray. On History & Phllosophers of History. p37. It is somewhat surprising to note that this comment
was published in1989 — sixteen years aﬁer the publication of Metahistory and six years after the
?ublxcatmn of Narrative Logic. , '

Ibid. p47
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theoretical questions evaporated to be replaced by interesting new ones as
Ankersmit’s narrative substance(s) entered the broader discourses of modem and

postmodem historical theory.

To understand the manner in which the narrative substance functions, it is necessary
to consider Ankersmit’s observation that, taken in isolation, a constituent statement
of a narrative account of the past has a double and not a single function. As a
statement it refers directly to some aspect of the past or thing in the past; however,
as a component of the narrative viewed as a whole it serves as a property of a
“picture” of the past. This picture of the past (visualised from a specific point-of-
view) which is individuated by a particular set of statements chosen and organised
by the historian in order to produce that desired “picture”, might be associated with
a particular name, The Renaissance, The Cold War, The Enlightenment and so on,
but often this will not be the case. Nevertheless, this does not mean that pictures of
the past are not in use when such generally accepted terms fail to appear. Rather, the
essential point here is that it is the narrative substance (governed by the historian’s
uniquely individuated point-of-view) which embodies overall narrative meaning and
that this function should not be confused or conflated with (or indeed reduced to) the
capacity of the narrative’s individual statements to describe and, therefore, refer to

the past.

Now, where a statement, or sometimes a single word, performs this double function
within the narrative, it might not be clear which of the two functions is operative at
any one time. Take, for instance, a historical narrative containing the word
Napoleon; this word could be used as a direct reference to the man himself
(empirically acquired biographical details perhaps) or it could embody an
individuated “picture” of Napoleon from the unique viewpoint of the author of the
narrative who favours a particular interpretation of Napoleon as this or that type of
tan - the author’s Napoleon. One could say, then, that there are two subjects
intrinsic to the word Napoleon. First there is the narrative subject (the actual man
about whom verifiable statements can be made which refer directly to this person in
the past). And, second, there is the narrative substance or the narrative “picture” of
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Napoleon generated within the lOgic of the text which cannot be subject to truth |
claims precisely because this picture is figured by the historian within the substance
of the narrative itself and does not refer to anything outside it to which
correspon.dence criteria can be categorically applied. The conflation of these two
functions can lead to confusion and unjustified claims with regard to the status of the
narrative viewed as a whole, claims such as; ‘the facts are right so the story must be

' right’.

It now becomes clear that the essential difference between the position of the
narrative realist (who recognises narrative subjects only) and the position of the
narrative idealist'(who recognises both narrative subjects and substances) is a matter
of disagreement over the existence of narrative substances within narratives.
Narrative idealism thus stakes claim to a third logical entity in addition to the subject
and predicate of propositional logic and this new entity, the narrative substance,
carries the narrative meaning of historical accounts of the past and, as such,
constitutes the primary logical entity within those narrative accounts. Moreover,
Ankersmit claimed correctly that no one previously in the fields of both the
philosophy of history and the philosophy of language ‘ever serious!y defended. ...

.[this] idea’.*

So, when a narrative substance acquires a name (for example, The Renaissance) and
this name subsequently enters into common usage, an etroneous assumption can
become attached to it. That is, it can acquire the putative status of a known and
definable entity which is assumed to inhabit the past itself; it could be taken (as
Ankersmit would say) as part of the inventory of the past such that, asa
consequence, the clearly demonstrable case that there are as many different
chaissaﬁccs as there are historians who write on the subject is lost from view. To
further illustrate this point take as an example the narrative substance, ‘The Age of
Steam’, as envisaged by railway historians. One historian might consider that the
épread of the railway system, from its (steam driven) birth to the ultimate demise of
the steam locomotive, was a very good thing all round and proceed to demonstrate

%2 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p102
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this by indicating its contributions to a period of economic and social change which,
in this case, would be construed or troped as progress. Another historian might take
a less enthusiastic view and, with some justification, point to negative aspects of the
social impact of the railways — for instance, the breakdown of village communities.
Yet another historian might take the view that ‘The Age of Steam’ with its attendant
pollution, dissipation of finite natural resources, etc., was or is part of a broader
discourse concerning the degradation of the planet — and so on and so forth. In fact
one could argue that there must be as many different points-of-view on this subject
as there are historians writing about it, because each historian will colligate under
his or her uniquely perceived notion of the meaning of ‘The Age of Steam’ the set of
statements which individuate that very notion. The consequence of which is that

~ each historian’s narrative account of ‘The Age of Steam’ will be, to some degree,
different, irmespective of the veracity of each of the narrative’s constituent
statements. Debates on the relative merits of such accounts, as mentioned earlier,
would thus turn on the question of the apparent validity or plausibility of the various
points-of-view adopted and would not be too concerned with any questions relating

~ tothe correspondence between individual narrative statements and the actual past to
which the statements referred — these matters lie within the sphere-c')f the philosophy
of historical research and can ultimately be resolved in that sphere. |

In practice the narrative substance and the historian’s narrative point-of-view which
governs it (regardless of discursive familiarity) will, then, lack any clear consensual
identity because there will always be some measure of disagreement over the
appropriate make up of its individuating statements. Furthermore, narrative
substances or points-of-view, in order to possess identity at all, will require the
presence of other competing points-of-view. That is to say that identity itself is a
relational and thus a relative matter which arises out of differences; the notion of the
existence of just one single point-of-view is, in a sense, oxymoronié because such
singularity would constitute a postulated “truth” and not a proposal about it.
Consequently, because any particular narrative point-of-view will strive to exclude
all other competing points-of-view, it must follow that any narrative substance gains
its identity negatively by virtue of what it rejects — by what it is not. Thus, given that
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competing collections of narrative accounts of past events depend for their existence
on the various narrative substances within them, then it follows that there could be
no historical debate without them. Debate in such circumstances could only operate
at the empirical level of reference, and factual reference alone cannot constitute a
history at all: no narrative substance... no history!

To briefly summarise the above at this point. Ankersmit is claiming that access to

- the logical structure of narrative accounts of the past is only possible through a
newly postulated primary logical entity, the narrative substance, which embodies
the narrative meaning of narrative accounts of the past. Of central importance to this
notion, its “key”, is the understanding that individual statements within the narrative
have two functions; they refer to and thus describe things in or aspects of the past,
however, taken collectively, they become properties of this narrative substance and
thereby help to uniquely individuate a point-of-view or “picture” of the past which
has no reference outside its narrative form (it can only refer to its own narrative
substance). Narrative substances sometimes acquire names, and with these names
comes a semblance of “visibility”, but more often than not they remain unspecified.
m both cases, however, narrativé substances are somewhat nebulous in character
and consensus regarding the exact nature of any such entity proposed by a historian

will be hard to attain.

Bearing in mind all the foregoing, it appears to me that Ankersmit’s suggestion that
the arguments explored in Ndm:tive Logic ‘might be looked upon as an attempt to
elaborate Walsh’s notion of the colligatory concept’*® is, without doubt, a very
modest claim. Ankersmit’s narrative substance was the product of a brilliant
paradigm shift in thought which, it would seem, was beyond the compass of those
working in the old field of colligatory studies. There were clues and intimations, of
course, as exemplified by this comment from Walsh himself:

Impartial history, so far from being an ideal, is a downright impossibility. In
support of this we could point out that every historian looks at the past from a
certain point of view, which he can no more avoid than he can jump out of his
own skin. We could also maintain that the disagreements of historians, when

%3 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p100
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carefully analysed, seem to turn on points which are not matter for argument,
but depend rather on the interests and desires of the contending parties,
whether in a personal or in a group capacity. Historical disputes, according to
this way of thinking, are at bottom concerned not with what is true or false, but
with what is and what is not desirable, and fundamental historical judgments
are in consequence not strictly cognitive but ‘emotive.” This would go far to
abolish the distinction between history and propaganda, and therefore to

- undermine the claim that history is (or can become) a truly scientific study.**

A paragraph like this would not look out of place in one of Ankersmit’s
philosophical texts, even the style of writing (if not the register) is somewhat
similar. However, what is of interest here is that such unexpectedly perceptive
observations, first published in 1952, were not developed by Walsh in any form
whatsoever during those thirty-one years prior to the publication of Narrative

. Logic. Dray also seems to have missed something, for having written the following
he then ignored it — as if the ideas articulated by the mentioned Louis Mink were

curiosities and of no consequence:

Of all the writers who have recently urged more attention to the part/whole

. relation in historical thinking, only Mink has explicitly held that tracing out a
configuration is itself (i.e., even in the absence of an interpretive concept or

- description) a mode of understandmg The most important conclusions
historians reach, Mink has maintained, are ‘undetachable’ from the works that
formulate them; for the conclusions are the details in their complicated

interrelationships.

So, the connections were not made, and it was left to Ankersmit to conjure up the
innovative mode of thought required to successfully lift a thoroughly stagnant
concept out of the rigid mindset in which it was embedded, radically re-describe it,
and then successfully relocate it at the cognitive core of the narrative form. This, to

my mind, is more than plain elaboration.

Once the idea of the narrative substance is grasped, of course, it all seems so
obvious ~ how could it have been generally overlooked for so long? And Ankersmit

~ even suggested a wider application of his theory (an application which can be linked
back to history) as demonstrated by his investigation of the notion of self identity (or

34 Walsh. An Introduction to Philosophy of History. p22
% Dray. On History & Philosophers of History. p49
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the “internalist” view of oneself), as opposed to personal identity (which he
associated with the “externalist” view of oneself). Ankersmit characterised self
identity as follows:

This is the sense in which one knows oneself as one ultimate indivisible being
in the course of having any experience whatsoever, [ know myself now as one
being who just could not be any other. The question of my being some other
person just could not arise, I am myself whatever my experience is like. But
there is also a sense in which I am continuously subject to change. Every
instant I change....in terms of what I undergo or experience or do I am never
the same person.*

Thg problem, then, is to expr&ss'self identity in terms of a unique and constant entity

which has the capacity, without compromise to itself, to internally tolerate change.

Ankersmit’s offered an ingenious solution to this problem as follows:

For Ankersmit, the expression ‘self identity’ signifies a uniqueness or unity of
experience that can be seen as a ‘logical entity’ which encompasses all personal
experiences (and consciousness itself) and attributes them exclusively to the self - a
unity which, nevertheless, embodies the inscription' of change occasioned by those
experiences. Hence, Ankersmit argues that the logical entity self identity refers to a
narrative substance (per)formed on the self, whilst the statements of which it is
comprised express all the experiences and perceptions of that self to date and will, in
the fullness of time, include those to come. Self identity, thus conceived, is notan
unchangeable property of the self, but a narrative concept which refers to a narrative
substance individuated by a constantly expanding collection of statements
expressing experiences and perceptions of the self. It is, then, self identity as a
linguistic entity that rationalises the concept of the “sameness” of the individual
throughout ﬁe changing experiences of life. Accordingly, self identity cannot be
reduced to any particular experience or perception, rather it is the case that singular
experiences and perceptions collectively individuate self identity.

As such, self identity does not convey knowledge, but rather allows the arrangement
of knowledge from an evolving point-of-view which, in a circular manner, is itself

3 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p183
29



its own referent. Ankersmit argues that self identity is ‘the most important narrative
substance we know and, moreover, prerequisite for our very ability to recognize
other narrative substances and thus for the narrative writing of history’.*” The logic
of the latter statement rests on the recognition that the notion of self identity effects
a division between the spheres of what does and what does not belong to the self,
and that this demarcation implicitly presumes the existence of other narrative
substances besides self identity — the necessary cpndition for the writing of history.

Another of Ankersmit’s interesting “asides” concerns the ‘narrativised self’, which
might be seen to be located somewhere between two extremes. At one end of the
scale is the solipsist’s position from which all reality is seen to be written-in to self
‘identity, and at the other end lies the condition of rejection or loss of self identity. In
the first case the self is all and external reality becomes an empty place, whilst, in
the second case, the self'is lost from view as it dissolves into the immensity of
external reality. This diversion from his main argument is used by Ankersmit to
illustrate the nature of psychological disorders which might arise from irregularities
in, or loss of, self identity leading to distortion of; or loss of, viewpoint on reality. A
psychoanalyst would subsequently be required for the treatment of these disorders,
such treatment being effected through the identification and neutralization of the
problematic individuating experiential statements which happen to be disturbing or
demolishing self identity. |

On the issue of self identity, then, Ankersmit, with remarkable insight, is arguing the
| point that the Writing of history is impossible without it. He argues that the notion of
self identity logically entails the division of reality into two spheres — that of the self
and that which is not the self — and that this division is the necessary precondition
for the recognition of other narrative substances which exist outside self identity.
Only after this recognition of the existence of narrative substances outside self
identity, or the history of the self, is it possible to write history at all. It is worth
mentioning that this point, which I consider to be one of Ankersmit’s most striking

37 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p187
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and which has implications for the history that I am arguing for, seems to have been
completely overlooked by his many commentators.

Pillar 3

With reference to his third proposition or essential pillar (to recall, the relationship
between narrative substance and metaphof), Ankersmit argued that one cannot
overlook the conspicuous similarity between the modes of operation of the metaphor
and that of the narrative substance. This observation suggests that the narrative
substance — thg cognitive core of the narrative form — is of a ﬁ:hdamentally
metaphorical kind and thus, it follows, that the narrative use of language must also
be fundamentally metaphorical. He builds his argument to that effect in the

following way.

As previously established, narrative statements have a double function. That is, to
briefly restate, they describe the past (such description being subject to empirical -
falsification) and they collectively constitute an imagé of the past (an image, seen
from a particular point-of-view, which logically cannot submit to any form of -
falsification). There is a clear distinction between these two quite different uses of
language, the empirical referential languagé of description and the aesthetic
language (the figuring/shaping) of individuation; neverthelesi they are elided into a
single structure, the narrative itself. Ankersmit pointed out that this double function,
which typifies narrative statements, is also typical of metaphorical statements. Take,
for example, Shakespeare’s metaphor ‘All the world's a stage’ from As You Like It,
(act 2 scene 7). The meanings of the words ‘world’ and ‘stage’ in isolation — their
signification — would in Ankersmit’s argument comprise the literal content of the
phrase. However, taken in the whole the phrase also constitutes an invitation to the
reader/audience to visualize the world from a particular point-of-view which, in this
case, effects the transfer of the attributes of the theatrical stage onto the world. This

- metaphorical use of language (which is crucial for all meaning making) can be seen
to fumnish Shakespeare’s phrase with a surplus of meaning which exceeds its
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aforementioned literal meanings. Ankersmit referred to this surplus as the ‘scope’ of
the metaphor, which allowed him to make the important observation that the
metaphor is not part of reality itself but should rather be seen as a linguistic figure
that imposes or proposes a particular view on/of reality.

To further illustrate the point, I recall as a sbhoolboy being told that electricity — the
mysterious stuff which makes sparks — should be seen as a flow of water, a river,
where driving force corresponds to electrical voltage and flow corresponds to
electrical current. This metaphorical point-of-view, with its implied relationship
between the force thrusting the river along and the mass of water carried by it, has
the effect of appearing to explaih something about, or of demystifying, the
phenomenon of electricity. Accordingly, the metaphor’s ‘scope’ not only
familiarizes the notion of electricity but it also provides a model of logic upon which
problem solving (in this case at that entry level of physics) might be accomplished.
This example effectively highlights three characteristics of the metaphor: (1) It
familiarizes but does not explain the unfamiliar. (2) The metaphorical “model” (if
it’s a good one) facilitates problem solving. (3) The metaphor is not part of reality —
water and electricity don’t mix. And I would add, by way of an aside, that this
familiarization process, which appears to be the primary function of the metaphor,
gives rise to a kind of illusion. The illusion being, that the nature of the familiarized
new phenomenon might appear to have been adequately explained and understood
when, in fact, it has only been described in terms of other, older phenomena, which
are equally assumed to have been understood, but which have themselves been
placed under description in terms of various preceding and presumed understood
phenomena, and so on and so forth. It thus becomes clear that the language with
which we choose to put our world under description (and then use to deduce‘ our
“knowledge” about it) comprises a complex of receding metaphors — all the way

down.

This impenetrable void that separates knowledge from mere description has often
been vividly articulated, but perhaps never better than by Albert Camus who writes:
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Of whom and of what indeed can I say: ‘I know that!’ This heart within me I
can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, and I likewise judge
that it exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction..........
you tell me of an invisible planetary system in which electrons gravitate
around a nucleus. You explain this world to me with an image. I realize then
that you have been reduced to poetry: I shall never know. Have I the time to
become indignant? You have already changed theories. So that science, that
was to teach me everything ends up in a hypothesis, that lucidity foundérs in
metaphor, that uncertainty is resolved in a work of art. What need had I of so

many efforts? ......... you give me the choice between a description that is sure
but that tsgaches me nothing and hypotheses that claim to teach me but that are
not sure.

~ Metaphor, then, articulates both a literal descriptive function and a seeing as or

- point-of-view function. And it is the excess of metaphorical over literal meaning
which Ankersmit sees as the ‘surplus meaning that constitutes the essential logical
difference between metaphorical and literal statements’.*® Both the historical
narrative and the metaphor can, therefore, be seen either descriptively or in the form
of representations (or proposals) governed by linguistic devices which are
suggestive of perspectives from which reality might be viewed. Accordingly, as
Ankefsmit pointed out, when we can claim that ‘description and individuation are
the two logical operations that embody the essence of the narrative use of language,

we are justified in ascribing to the narratio a profoundly metaphorical character’.*

Underlining this argument in some measure is Hayden White’s view of the metaphor
as a deviation from the literal, a swerve in locution ‘sanctioned neither by custom
nor logic’.*! White observes that ‘tropics is the process by which all discourse
constitutes the objects which it pretends only to describe realistically and to analyse
objectively’.‘2 That is to say that it is through tropological (metaphorical)
description that objects are first constituted before becoming “known” or understood
within that same imaginative framework of metaphor in which they were first
constituted (a kind of linguistic tautology). It thus follows by implication that the

3 Camus, A., (1955). The Myth of Sisyphus. London: Hamish Hamilton Ltd. pp22-23
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! White, H., (1978). Tropics of Discourse. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. p2
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linguistic device, the trope, possesses a certain autonomy of operation with regard to
narrative meaning. There exists, then, a parallelism of thought between White and
Ankersmit, for Ankersmit also proposed an autonomy of operation with regard to
the narrative, in this case the historical narrative, the meaning of which appears to be
governed by images generated by linguistic devices rather than the actuality of the

past itself.

This, then, is Ankersmit’s central argument which ties metaphor to narrative
substance and thence to narrative form and, in so doing, draws attention to the most
conspicuous logical property shared by the metaphor and the narrative; namely, that
their meanings can be said to be carried by their propositional and not by their
descriptive modes of articulation.

Ankersmit concluded his argument with a closer look at the metaphorical structure
of narrative statements in order to establish some criteria of preference which might
be used to select the best narrative accounts of the past. He opened his argument

with the following observation:

Anyone who has ever tried his hand at writing history will have experienced
the extreme flexibility of descriptive statements on the past: they meekly fit the

most disparate accounts of the past.*

This flexibility of descriptive statements allows for their requisition as required.
Thus, any statement might contribute to the individuation of a multiplicity of
different narrative substances because descriptive statements have no ‘narrative
compass of their own’.* It is only the historian’s unique point-of-view which
endows purposefully selected narrative statements with their capacity to collectively
illustrate that very point-of-view from which those statements were selected. Seen
this way, there exists an internal circularity which characterises the nature of all
historical narrative statements and which, accordingly, affirms the autonomous
nature of the narrative meaning carried by thé whole historical text. This is how

Ankersmit put his circularity argument:

> Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p218
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The dependence of separate descriptive statements upon the points-of-view
individuated by them when taken together, their “compasslessness” when
taken in isolation, underlines once more the circularity so characteristic of
historical knowledge. Isolated individual statements of a narratio may indicate
all conceivable directions — only a narrative “point of view” can give them
“narrative direction”, yet this “point of view” only comes into being thanks to

those helpless descriptive statements.*’
Now, one might not be entirely happy with the idea that this point-of-view only
comes into being thanks to descriptive statements or, in other words, as if the
narrative viewed as a whole were not prefigured — aesthetically and ideologically
positioned (this, of course, being White’s point which arguably draws attention to a
weakness in Ankersmit’s third “pillar’,* albeit a weakness which does not
necessarily damage his overall thesis). However, one cannot object to Ankersmit’s
argument if he means by it that individual ‘compassless’ statements have meanings
imposed on them from a prefigured point-of-view (the necessary initial condition for
the writing of history) in order that they might, in a circular fashion, individuate that
precise point-of-view. Accordingly, the meanings of narrative statements can be
seen to be determined by the narrative interpretations in which they reside and the
meanings which become attached to facts can similarly be seen to be narrative
dependant. Ankersmit thus concluded that it is indeed the case that ‘there are no
[meaningful] facts devoid of narrative interpretation’.*’

The foregoing argument would, I think, permanently preclude the possibility of any
definitive selection criteria which might be put to use in order to identify the best of
any collection of variously construed historical narratives, each purporting to
properly (truly) represent some past event or situation. However, skirting this
relativistic conclusion,* Ankersmit proposed a selection strategy that rested on his
notion of ‘scope’ which, accordingly, he extended beyond the metaphor to
encompass the narrative form as a whole and which somewhat deflected attention

away from his relativistic difficulties.*’

* Ibid. p218

%S This point will be fully explored in Chapter Two.

7 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p219

“ Ankersmit has never liked relativism despite its “logic”.

1 shall be returning to this argument in my Conclusion.
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As previously explained, the formulation of a metaphorical statement necessarily
invqfves the individuation of a point-of-view from which reality (or rather a part of
reality) could be seen. This point-of-view endows the metaphorical statement with
the capacity to articulate information in excess of that contained within its meaning
when taken literally. Hence, the scope of a metaphorical statement is wider than its
literal descriptive content which, tacking point-of-view, fails to project any
familiarising metaphorical figure onto that part of reality in question. It should again
be noted that this figure or way of seeing reality, whilst giving preference to certain
statements on reality, does not itself constitute any part of reality for Ankersmit who
thus concluded that:

....it séems only reasonable to say that the most successful metaphorical

- statements are those in which the dissimilarity between scope and descriptive
content has been maximalized. Scope-maximalization is the goal of the
metaphorical dimension in language.®

Similarly, the historical narrative’s constituent statements will collectively
individuate époint—of-view — thus suggesting a particular structure or shape to that
part of the past in question — and, therefore, together these statements will carry
narrative meaning in excess of the sum of the descriptive meanings carried by each
statement when considered in isolation. Accordingly, Ankersmit argued that, as was
the case with the metaphorical statement, the scope of the historical narrative viewed
as a whole will also be greater than the sum of its parts taken in isolation. It also
manifestly follows (as I have previously argued) that the narrative meaning, or what
Ankersmit often refers to as the historical knowledge’ carried by the narrative as a
whole, will be governed by the unique point-of-view adopted by the historian. This
is inevitable because to adopt a particular narrative point-of-view is to express a
preference for the sort of narrative statement that would lend support to the point-of-

view adopted.

Now, whenever historical narratives are compared it is precisely their scopes and not
their points-of-view which form the basis of that comparison because there is no
common ground against which the comparisons of intangible points-of-view could

% Ibid. p221
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take place. Ankersmit, then, contends that the best amongst competing narratives
must be the one that has most effectively and courageously maximalised its scope.”’
Thus concluding that  Fertility and not truth is our criteﬁon for deciding upon the
relative merits of narratios’.>2

. For the moment, then, this completes my reading of what I take to be the essential
elements of Narrative Logic — the same elements that define the good Ankersmit of
my chapter title. In the next chapter I will, amongst other things, be following
Ankersmit’s scope argument as it is developed by him, but I now propose to bring
this chapter to a close with an appraisal of the generally unfavourable reviews that

Narrative Logic has received.

The Reviews

It came as something of a surprise — bearing in mind the significance of Ankersmit’s
pioneering thesis and its attendant clarifications of “old problems” — to discover that
very few reviews of Narrative Logic have actually been published. I have only been
able to find four (in English) of which the most positive is that of Héyden. White
who recognised that the book represented a ‘substantial contribution, not only to the
literature on philosophy of history, but also that which deals with narrativist
philosophy’.* White accepted Ankersmit’s argument that a historical narrative,
being a representation of or proposal about the past, can constitute nothing more
than an invitation to view a past event or situation from a particular perspective and,
furthermore, that its ‘referent’ is the narrative substance governing that perspective.
A historical narrative is (says White) to be seen ‘not [as] an “image” of the past nor
an “explanation” of it...... .... [but] always at best an “interpretation” of the kind of

5! Ankersmit found himself obliged to adds caveats here. For instance, he insisted on the overriding
stipulation that individuating narrative statements which can be shown to be false are to be rejected and,
furthermore, that the preferred narrative account is the one that comes closest to propaganda without
actually becoming propaganda. However (and this matter will be further discussed in Chapter Two, pages
73 & 74), he made no mention of any adjudicator charged with the responsibility for the identification
and suppression of either false statements or examples of propaganda. »
52 Ankersmit. Narrative Logic. p223

53 White, H., (1984). ‘Reviews of Books’ in American Historical Review 89 no.4: p1037
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complex entities that can be comprehended only in the extent to which they can be
“narrativistically” represented’>,

David W. Foster wrote a short review for the literary journal Rocky Mountain
Review in which he called for further exploration of ‘the continuities between
literary and so-called non-literary works, to expand the scope of literary studies to
include a wide variety of written texts other than the strictly literary’,” and it is
against this literary background that Foster finds interest in Ankersmit’s explanation
of historical writing as a specimen to be studied rather than to be accepted or
rejected. Donald R. Kelley, by contrast, wrote a distinctly negative review, the
content of which suggests that he had failed to properly grasp Ankersmit’s
argument. Kelley is of the opinion that Ankersmit creates difficulties for himself
when he grapples with historical terms like ‘The General Crisis’ and especially ‘The
Renaissance’. He also accuses him of a ¢....cursory dismissal of “historical
research”, by which he means not only the whole area of discovery but also that of
the definition and interpretation of evidence....’*. Now, Ankersmit has never
dismissed historical research, on the contrary he frequently comments on its
importance, as (for example) during an interview with Ewa Domanska, when he
pointed out that

....it may very well be that all true progress in history is progress in historical
research. If one compares what we now know of civilizations that have been
forgotten for millennia, or of languages that have not been spoken for many
centuries, it would be ridiculous to deny that progress is made in the area of
historical research. So no one should try to look down on historical research;
that really is the cogmtlve backbone of history. However, it is not all the

historian does. ..
Consequently, the central point here (and this is not only evident from the book’s
main text but it is also made quite clear by Ankersmit in its Introduction), is that
Narrative Logic is not about historical research, it’s about historical writing.
Moreover, referring back to Kelly’s ‘dismissal’ comment above, the notion of

4
Ibid. p1037
55 Foster, W.D., (1986). ‘Book Reviews’ section in Rocky Mountain Review of Language and Literature

40 no. 4: p238
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*” Domanska, E (1998). Encounters: Philosophy of History after Postmodermism. Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia. pp73-74.
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‘interpretation of evidence’ does not fall into the empirical sphere of historical
researph. To miss this point is to miss a fundamental premise of Ankersmit’s thesis,
and therefore it seems. to me that any difficulties referred to by Kelly are of his own
and not of Ankersmit’s making.

Undoubtedly, however, the review that most influenced general opinion about the
book and, according to Ankersmit, inflicted the most damage to the book’s sales,
was that written by C. B. McCullagh® and published in History and Theory. Some
years after the appearance of this review Ankersmit expressed his continuing
resentment against McCullagh in an interview with Ewa Domariska:

....Narrative Logic never had the slightest impact even in the small world of
historical theorists. Of course, this has much to do with several evident short
comings of the book itself: I went to the wrong publishing company, the book
was poorly produced, written in an awkward and stiff English, and contained a
lot of misprints. On top of that I had the misfortune that McCullagh's review of
the book in History and Theory was the most hostile and most narrow-minded
review that was ever published in that journal. The sad irony, by the way, is
that I had myself suggested to the editors of History and Theory to ask -
McCullagh to write a review — a perfect example, I'd say, of how one can cut
one's own throat.....what I leamed from McCullagh's review was that a
meaningful debate with positivistically minded people like him would be
impossible. It was not merely a matter of disagreement; rather you could say
that all the kind of things that I considered to be the most interesting and
challenging problems of how the historian uses narrative language to account
for the past were non-problems for positivists like McCullagh.*

With regard to the content of the McCullagh’s review I can only agree with
Ankersmit, for I find it rather shallow and lacking in cohesion. Furthermore, and this
is really my main point, McCullagh roundly dismissed Ankersmit’s central thesis as
‘neither enlightening nor convincing’® without properly understanding it or
suggesting anything better. I am not for a moment advocating that everyone should
accept Ankersmit’s argument, but its rejection must, at the very least, be articulated
on the basis of a considered assessment of his proposals taken in the whole. I found
what I consider to be some thirty points of contention within McCullagh’s text and,

3% McCullagh, C. B., (1984). ‘Review Essays’ in History and Theory 23 no.3: pp394-403
* Domarska. Op. cit. pp71-72
% McCullagh. Op. cit. p403
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since it would be tiresome to mention them all, I have broken down my list under
three headings and addressed a selection of the more significant points within the
. categories of ‘misrepresentation’, ‘misunderstandings’ and ‘inadvertent accord’.

Misrepresentation

This, McCullagh’s inexcusable yet frequent blunder, is typified by his rhetorical
question; ‘... .why should the point-of-view of a historian be considered both
additional to the statemehts of his or her narratio, and an integral part of that narratio
as well?’®!. Now, in the first place, Ankersmit does not say that the historian’s point-
of-view constitutes some sort addition to the statements in his/her historical
narrative, rather it is the historian’s point-of-view which expresses a preference for
and therefore governs the type of narrative statement that the historian will be
predisposed to select out of all possible statements that are available for selection.
Moreover, Ankersmit repeatedly stresses his wholly logical assertion that a point-of-
view or narrative substance is not part of (past) reality but a way of looking at it and
therefore it can be neither a part of reality nor a part of a representation of it.

McCullagh is also of the view that Ankersmit is in denial over ‘the reality of states
and religions because our concepts of these things are mental constructions ...... it
can be dangerous to believe that the state does not exist just because the authority of
its offices is not visible’.52 I cannot find nor can I recall such a denial anywhere at all
in Ankersmit’s writings. He does, however, make the point that states and religions
are narrative substances and, as such, the notion of what that state or that religion
might be is an individual or personal matter which depends on that person’s point-
of-view. There may be some significant degree of overlap between individual
notions of what these concepts are, but it nevertheless remains the case that each
individual will have his or her own unique point-of-view on whatever concept it is
that is under consideration — that is all. And this is not so surprising since, unlike the

signifier table or chair, a state or religion has no external referent. Or, to put it

© $ Ibid. p397
2 Ibid. pp398-399



differently, one can walk around a chair, point at it, prod it and even sit on it, but
how can one repeat that performance with a state or a religion? McCullagh,
however, ‘cannot see any fundamental difference between the “normal things” [dogs
and snowflakes] which Ankersmit has referred to and things referred to by general

colligatory terms’

My next example of McCullagh’s misrepresentation concerns ‘scope’ as defined by
Ankersmit. Here is one of the many things that McCullagh has to say about it:

Why does Ankersmit think that the bigger the scope of a narratio the better? It
is not at all clear. He mentions Sir Karl Popper's belief that daring, highly
falsifiable hypotheses are to be preferred (245). And he writes approvingly of
some interpretations being more fertile than others in that they enable one to
synthesize more facts than the narratio expressing them actually describes

(223-225)%

But it is abundantly clear why Ankersmit thinks ‘the bigger the scope the better’, he
explained it very well as I hope I have shown. But what concerns me here is
McCullagh’s claim in the lést two lines of the extract above, for I have looked very
carefully through pages 223-225 of Narrative Logic and I cannot find anywhere a

" statement to the effect that a greater degree of fertility enables one to ‘synthesise
more facts than the narratio expressing them actually describes’, nor can I work out

exactly what this is supposed to mean.

Misunderstandings

These mostly seem to arise out of McCullagh’s failure to grasp the significance of
what I take to be Ankersmit’s irrefutable distinction between the two categorically
_different spheres of narrative representation and narrative description, for he asks
“What more is there to a picture of the past than those statements which form the
narratio?’s® wherein the ‘picture’ (representation) has been elided with ‘those
statements’ (descriptions) which form the narratio. This mistake is then

* Ibid, p398
® Ibid. p401
 Ibid. p395
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compounded by McCullagh’s assertion that ‘A central theme of Ankersmit’s book is
his denial of “narrative realism”, that is of a theory that historical narratios represent
or describe the past’. Again, by his conflation of the two terms represent and
describe he ignores the fundamental distinction between them.

In response to Ankersmit’s claim that the structure of the historical narrative is
‘pressed on the past’, McCullagh states that *... .this conclusion is far to sweeping.
The descriptions of the past presented in narratios are not “pressed on the past”
regardless of evidence. If they do not fit the facts, if they do not describe them
correctly, then they are rejected’.’” But this argument makes no sense to me, for
description in narrative accounts of the past operates at the level of the fact and the
individual statement. It would appear that McCullagh is saying that if descriptions
which are constituted by facts do not fit the facts with which they are so constituted,
then they are rejected. McCullagh compounds his curious position when he states
that the historian “has a variety of concepts by which to conceive of the past, and his
or her job is to find those which correspond most exactly to what is known about
it’.® He seems to be saying here, although it is difficult to be sure, that having
acquired empirical knowledge of the past the historian’s task is then to match that
empirical knowlédge to a preconceived aesthetic concept from a list of such
concepts available for this purpose — off the shelf. This muddled philosophy does
not work for me and arguably has little or no bearing/traction in relation to

Ankersmit’s own clear position on the matter.

Inadvertent accord

There are numerous instances in his text where McCullagh’s oppositional arguments
seem to be inadvertently paralleling or supporting Ankersmit’s arguments; here is

one of them:

Ankersmit might have argued that the statements in a narratio can have several
different kinds of meaning. As descriptions of the past they can have a plain

% Ibid. p397
“7 Ibid. p400
® Ivid. p399
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locutionary meaning, in accordance with dictionaries and grammar books.
They can sometimes also be seen to instantiate the historian's general
conceptions of past events and their causes. And, finally, they can also be said
to express certain unstated values and interests of the author. If an historian's
conceptual framework and values and interests constitute his or her point of
view, then in these ways the statements of a narratio may be said to manifest it.
Whether Ankersmit would agree with all of this, it is impossible to say. His
analysis of "point of view" never really gets off the ground.®

However, my poiht is that if “the historian’s general conceptions’ and his ‘unstated
values and interests’ were to be, quite reasonably, taken as narrative substances
(because these elements constitute a point-of-view) and the word instantiate were to
be understood in the sense of individuate (as, I think, it can), then this statement is
unintentionally in accord with Ankersmit’s thinking on the matter. McCullagh’s
antepenultimate sentencé seems to corroborate the position such that, on this
reading, Ankersmit might well say ‘yes; I agree with all of this’.

So, all in all this is arguably a very unsatisfactory review, and I find it difficult to
understand why McCullagh would have wanted to write something which, in my
view, could have reflected so badly on his own reputation as a historical theorist.
However (and perhaps the explanation lies here) one has to consider what might
have been the effect of the actual publication of Narrative Logic on McCullagh
himself, bearing in mind that Ankersmit had based his narrative substance on a
concept that had, over so many years, completely escaped McCullagh’s grasp. For
Ankersmit snatched this thing from beneath McCullagh’s nose, turned it on its head
and relocated it at the cognitive core of the narrative form where it had really always
belonged, presumably to the embarrassment and annoyance of McCullagh. But then,
having written his book about it, Ankersmit did something himself which was
simply incomprehensible, for he abandoned all caution and recommended
McCullagh as its reviewer. Why Ankersmit should have acted in this (potentially)
masochistic way eludes me — did he in an irrational moment catch sight of the “high
road” to general acceptance through McCullagh’s possible endorsement of his book?
If so, his risky strategy rested on a careless miscalculation since it was very unlikely

 Tbid. p397
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that McCullagh could, in the circumstances, have been won-over to Ankersmit’s
point-of-view. The strength of McCullagh’s opposition to Ankersmit’s thesis
discounted agreement at any level, even had he grasped the point. But, there again,
does not McCullagh’s incoherent response to Ankersmit’s thesis have the

~ appearance of a hastily fabricated barrier set-up against the thrust of a superior
argument? Perhaps McCullagh grasped the point after all because there is no doubt
that, if taken seriously, Ankersmit’s critique of so many epistemological shibboleths
would have fatally undercut McCullagh’s own rigid, epistemological position. Seen
from this perspective one could argue that McCullagh might have hoped to “shore-
up” (relatively speaking) his own foundering argument through the demolition, by
petty trivialisation, of a much better argument from Ankersmit. Seen this way, the
good Ankersmit looks really very good indeed.

But be that as it may and moving on, in the conclusibn to his review essay
McCullagh put forward the following complaint: ‘General accounts of historical
knowledge and mderstandiné are only illuminating if based upon fine analysis of
actual examples. The absence of such analysis in this book explains its
inadequacies’.”® So, in Ankersmit’s absence I now propose to do just that — to take
up McCullagh’s challenge and map out by means of Ankersmit’s narrative logic the
process necessarily involved in the production of a history of, let’s say ‘last month

in the UK"."!

Now, although an unimaginably huge number of things happened in the UK last
month, only a very small percentage of the totality of those events will have been
recorded and thus become available as traces of last month. Nevertheless, this small
percentage will still constitute a very large body of data which, in order to be usable,
will inevitably require reduction on the basis of some chosen set of selection criteria.
On this small (and therefore hopelessly unreliable) remnant or part of the past a

7 Ivid. p403 '
' My wp;iect for historicisation, ‘last month in the UK’; the month prior to the writing of the first draﬁ of
this chapter, is that of May 2008 and I have deliberately chosen a very recent past for my example in
order to illustrate, alongside my main argument, this additional point: If a recent well documented past
foils all concerted efforts to fix its intrinsic meaning, then how are we to capture with words the essence
of a more remote and less well documented past?
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whole is eventually to be presented in narrative form on the general and usually
unquestioned assumption that a whole can be unproblematically inferred from an
infinitesimally small part of that whole.

Compounding this problem is the matter of data selection itself, how is it to be
done? Or to rephrase, what are the statements or facts about last month that might
capture its essence — in and for itself (as, I believe, McCullagh thinks is possible)?
Could last month in some definitive sense, in and for itself, be found in (for
example) the collapse of Bradford and Bingley’s share price, obesity in school
children, the soaring cost of energy, the collapse of sterling, road rage, escalating
health care inequalities, the credit crisis, the failure of English cricketers or perhaps
the weather? What I am trying to indicate here, what is crucial, is the need to take a
point-of-view on last month in the UK before it is possible to say anything about it
that carries any meaning at all — a uniform selection of un-colligated statements, a
kind of month average strung out in a line, would be incomprehensible.

So if] for instance, I take the view right now (Spring 2008) that Gordon Brown and
his labour government are painfully acting out some “end game” which is evident in
the unpleasant odour of sleaze, misused privilege and reactive politics that have
collectively permeated his administration — an administration which is out of touch,
out of control and destined for ignominious collapse; and, if I further take the view
that this “end game” viewpoint (however unlikely it might seem to others) captures
the essence of last month more effectively than any other possible view on last
month, then I have a basis for data selection. My preference being, of course, for
that data which would adequately individuate my own point-of-view when Worked—

up into story form under the governing logic of the narrative substance “end game”.

To now restate the foregoing more in the language of Ankersmit, “end game” is here
an arbitrarily chosen narrative substance or colligatory device for the express
purpose of selecting and organising knowledge of the past (in this case the verifiable
facts or singular statements which refer to or describe aspects of last month). This
data will be sought out and selected in order to collectively individuate the narrative
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