


































































































































































































































HISTOllY: ITS PURPOSE AND METHOD 

~ace ~f events, but can also be considered in its own right, and it 
1~ possIble,. for instance, to tell the story of the effect of the inven­
tIon of corns upon prices. I 

ArciJae%gr. has. b~en defined as "the orderly arrangement of 
~onun:cnts. Z ThIs IS true enough, provided the word monument 
IS used tor all material traces of the past other than those in writing. 
Ar~haeology is an :mcillary discipline of history, but for ages 
w~ch l~ad_ no orgal~zed state-machine and used no writing it is a 
sUbJ.ect In Its own rIght, and an alternative name for pre-history. 

Smce every branch of knowledge may at a given nlOment be 
us~d by the historian, we cannot give a full survey of the auxiliary 
SCIences. It will be sufficient to mention those that are most 
inportant to history. Geography is indispensable because an event 
that is not situated in space is ~s difficult to incorporate in a story 
as one that is not situated in time. An historian should always 
have a m.ap at his elbow.3 Sociology needs history more than 
history sociology. We have noted before that the connection 
between economics and economic history is more intimate than 
that between sociology and social history. It is important that the 
relation between history and sociology should be clearly under­
stood, since the left wing deviationists threaten to abolish history 
by identifying it with sociology. Sociology asks general questions 
such as: in what circun"lStances do populations rise or fall? To 
answer these questions concrete data have to be obtained from 
observations made by anthropologists, from events reported by 
historians, and, most of all, from statistics collected an10ng exist­
ing communities. Sociologists will also want to know the advan­
tages and disadvantages of a rise or a fall in the population, the 
efficacy of methods used for the deliberate influencing of such 
rises or falls. However great their devotion to "pure knowledge," 

1 Cj. Jongkees, De Uitvinding vatl de MUllt, 1946. 
,. CrUlllp, Logic of History, p. 2L 

3 Bauer (op. cit .• p. 164) says that geography and history used to be intimately 
connected, and that it is only since the days of Alexander von Humboldt (1769-
1859) that geography has become a science in its own right: This is an example of 
the exaggerated importance attached by a specialist to his own subject. Geography 
was an independent science at a m.uch earlier date. See B. Varenius, Geopraphla 
Generalis (Elzevir. Amsterdam. 1664, p. I): "Geographia dicitur scientia rnathe­
matica Illlxta, quae telluris partiulllque illius affectiones a quantitate dependentes. 
nelnpe figuraln ... docet." 
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HUMAN BEHAVIOUR 

prose-their portraits of those who played a part in public life 
are skilfully drawn, rich and round. We can read into the minds 
of the Romans: Cicero and Horace are living beings for us. 
Suetonius seems to have sensed the importance of factors that 
were not understood till the Viennese psychologists looked into 
them. We are left with the problem of the amazing group­
consciousness of the ancients, but this does not compel us to 
believe that since them human nature has changed. There is 
merely a difference in the purposes towards which human nature 
directs its activities. As for the puzzle of Inedieval iInpersonality, 
can it not be brought hOIne to the stamlTIerings of writers who 
used an unfamiliar language an.d whose powers of expression 
were circum.scribed by clumsiness and inexperience? What do we 
know of the personality of CharlelTIagne, wholTI we see as one of 
those effigies without relief that adorn the tOlnbs of wool­
merchants in the church of Chipping Campden? Only the little 
we are told about hilTI by Einhart in his Vita Karoli Magn i. But 
Waitz, who edited the Vita for the M011-ttmenta Germaniae His­
torica, has shown how in his imperfect knowledge of the Latin 
language and in his justified distrust of his own literary ability 
this authorr copied numerous extracts frOln Suetonius's Vita Divi 
Augusti and used them. with as little change as possible for his 
portrait of the Frankish Enlperor. Charlem.agne was laid on a 
Procrustean bed. He was made t8 limp because Augustus limped! 
While the study of documents has taught us much about Charle­
magne's work, his personality is known to us only through the 
distorted projection elaborated by a medieval plagiarist. Is it not 
reasonable to argue that if medieval men appear to us so different 
fron"! modern nlen we must attribute this to our ignorance of 
them rather than 'to a change in hunlan nature? 

Hunlan nature changing or illlnlutable ?-these are alternatives 
about which psychologists and philosophers may argue if they 
want to, but between which historians cannot nlake a choice 
based upon data provided by their own discipline. Faced with 

J Oman once wrote about "Eginhard's -well--written Vita Karoli lI>£agui-a 
testimonial to the excellent Latin taught iu Charlemagne's Palatine SCh90I"! 
Einhart, by the -way, -was educated at Fulda, not at the Palatium Regale, -where 
he arrived as an adult. 
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HUMAN BEHAVIOUR 

what they did and had done to them. We never know, anyhow, 
what our neighbour is, but only how he behaves. The only 
assumption that is required for the serialization of past hmnan 
actions according to the principle of causation is that m.cn behaved 
in the past luuch as they behave today. To make such an assum.p­
tion will put no strain on anyone's intellectual integrity. 

PSYCHOLOGY 

How do historians acquire the understanding of human 
behaviour which they will need for the sake of explaining the 
behaviour of men who lived in the past ? We have agreed that 
human behaviour is human nature in action. There "vill be no 
difficulty in our agreeing that character is habitual behaviour. If a 
man commits a cruel action I cannot with certainty call hun cruel. 
Ifhe is in the habit of acting cruelly I can say that he has a cruel 
character. I shall assume, in that case, that having committed a 
series of cruel acts in the past, he is likely also to act cruelly in the 
future. Passing judgment upon character implies the making of 
a prediction. If time verifies this prediction our judglTlent about 
character is correct. To acquire an tmderstanding of human 
character and of human behaviQur nleans, therefore, to become 
skilful in predicting successfully the actions of one's fellow 
human beings. This skill can be acquired by observation, from 
literature, and from the doctrines of psychologists. 

We observe our own behaviour, and that of other people. 
Every man indulges in introspection, but our introspection is 
often unsystenlatic and prejudiced. If we have a trained mind 
the chances of gross nristakes are less, but in the case of cultivated 
people this advantage is easily neutralized by passions or neuroses. 
Yet the sODlewhat uncertain results of our introspection play an 
important part in the shaping of our judgment of the character 
of others. We tend to use our reading of our own character as a 
nonn. We continually pass judgnlent upon others by comparing 
their behaviour with our own. While some people, especially 
those who are particularly se1f-centred, are poor readers of 
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HISTORY: ITS PURPOSE AND METHOD 

character, others strike us by their apparently uncanny intuition. 
They possess no esoteric powers for piercing the heart or the 
brain of their fellow human beings. The process they apply is 
rational. but unusually rapid. They are endowed to a high degree 
with the particular form of inlagination needed to get w1der the 
skin of other people. This means nothing more than that when 
considering the behaviour of others, when trying to explain it to 
then1selves, to assign Illotives to it, to n1ake predictions about it, 
they allow their IDugination to mobilize n1elHories of their own 
behaviour in similar circUlllstances, and of their own motives. 
They take it for granted that the vivid Inemories of their own 
past are similar to what is happening inside the nun of whom 
they are thinking. They share his longings, his fears, his shame. 
They produce no novel images, but they know that the im.ages of 
themselves are valid also in the case of their brother. This is how 
they "get under the other fellow's skin."I They realize that a 
large store of indulgence is the best equipment for the under­
.standing of character, that sympathy is a safer guide than dis­
trust.;: But those who are less gifted in this direction can develop 
and improve their judgment by practice. They must follow a 
method of trial and error, predict, observe the future behaviour 
of the object of their experiment, compare it with their predic­
tions, and, finally, try to detect the origin of their mistakes. 

There is an obvious connectio.Q between a man's facial expres­
sion and his character. Experience has shown that careful observa­
tion of facial expressions enables certain people to read the 
thoughts of those they encounter, and will even guide them to­
wards a sow1d reading of their character . Yet the data provided 
by face reading cannot be looked upon as being lllore than an 
initial indication which must be controlled by consequent obser-

1: The control of such "hunches" is provided by the outcome of the predictions 
to which they give rise. It is possible, of course, to understand, by the sam.e 
imaginative process, the behaviour and character of certain among the higher 
m;unmals, like dogs, whose minds differ from ours quantitatively, but not 
qualitatively. 

:I Does this, perhaps, explain. why so much bad history is written? Migh t 
academic life conceivably not be good for a man's soul? Elnulation and the 
petty sides of administration harden the heart, and there call, of course, be no 
understanding of men without love, while there can be no good history withou t 
understanding. 
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HUMAN BEHAVIOUR 

varion. "La physionomie.n' est pas une regIe qui nous soit donnee 
pour juger les hommes: elle nous peut servir de conjecture," 
said La Bruyere. I 

Women are better judges of character than n~en, till their 
passions. which are easily roused, obscure their powers. Perhaps 
the best judges of character are men with a strain of feminity in 
their psychological make-up, provided the strain is not too pro­
nounced. A certain freedOlTI from metaphysical obsessions 
facilitates the understanding of character, although the Jesuits are 
proof that this rule is not universally valid. The study of history. 
both in the form of intensive reading of accepted history and of 
research and the handling of traces, particularly written traces, 
increases our powers of psychological insight. This means, of 
course, that our friend the circular argument once more steps 
unashatned into these pages. But however disreputable his pedi­
gree, he is an untiring and Illost helpful path-finder. History 
holds up to OUr eye a procession of human beings in action. We 
can understand them to the extent to which we can understand 
our contenlporaries. But the people of the past will in their tum 
fill our case-books and increase the volume of causal sequences at 
our disposal. Thanks to this material our knowledge of contem­
porary character increases. 

We 111ust widen the scope of our survey of character as much 
as we can. The most inspired r~der of character remains tied to 
his own personality; the subjective element can never be com­
pletely evicted from. his judgment. To correct this subjectivity 
we are in constant need of comparing our findings with those of 
others. Much of the seenringly pointless conversation of people 
of all classes and every level of education, the gossip which 
delights the village grocery and the Senior Common Room. 
consists of such a con~paring of notes about the behaviour of 
human beiugs. While pure bookishness may blind us to the 
humanity around us, tllere is a forll1 of literary culture which 
ill1plies a power to lift our eyes from our books and to look over 
the rim. of our spectacles. It is the culture that transforms the 
world into a stage where plays are perforn~ed for our benefit~ 
and that makes us the fanUliars of great nlinds without bringing 

1 "Des Jugements." in Les Caracteres ou les Moeurs de ce Sieck. 
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