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rewritten through the ages. But in An Essay on Metaphysics, we also

find examples of where history has been rewritten. And many of the

examples in An Essay on Metaphysics overlap with and throw light on the

examples already discussed in The Idea Of History. 1In An Essay on Meta-

physics Collingwood tells us that Voltaire claimed that historians should
confine their attention to the period after the end of the Middle Ages.
Voltaire said that this was the only period in which we possessed sound
and sufficient information. ''One of Voltaire's own declared principles
of historiography', says Collingwood, ''was that only the recent past is
knowable" (EM, 247). Collingwood made this same point in The Idea Of

History. In The Idea Of History he says that 'Voltaire openly proclaimed

that no securely based historical knowledge was attainable for events
earlier than the close of the fifteenth century;..." (IH, 77-78). So,
Voltaire was saying that ''nothing earlier than the modern period could be
known, and thaf nothing earlier than the modern period deserved to be

known' (IH, 328). In An Essay on Metaphysics Collingwood says that Hume

also ""took little interest in the remoter past' (EM, 247). And once

again, Collingwood made this exact same point in The Idea Of History.

He states: 'Hume's History of England is a very slight and sketchy piece

of work until he comes to the same period, the age of the Tudors. The
real cause of this restriction of interest to the modern period was that
with their narrow conception of reason they had no sympathy for, and
therefore no insight into, what from their point of view were non-rational
periods of human history; they only began to be interested in history at
the point where it began to be the history of a modern spirit akin to

their own, a scientific spirit" (IH, 78). Hume, like Voltaire, failed to
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study the whole of history from within. In other words, the "'sympathy"
principle was not used for periods of history other than their own. If

a period of history in their eyes was not scientific, as they defined the
word 'scientific', then that period of history could not be known and did
not deserve to be known. It is clear that Collingwood sees Voltaire and
Hume as having a very limited conception of rationality. For Voltaire
and Hume, a period of history was rational only if it shared the presup-
positions of the modern "'scientific spirit'. They had no conception of a
period of history being rational if it was consistent with another set of
25

presuppositions other than their own.

In An Essay on Metaphysics Collingwood gives us other examples cof

history being rewritten. Collingwood says that in the eighteenth century
historians came to hold the absolute presupposition that 'nature is the

cause of historical events'. Eighteenth-century historians held the view
that "historical events were the effects of causes in the world of nature:
causes physiological, psychological, climatic, geographical, and so forth"

(EM, 98). In The Idea Of History Collingwood makes the same point and

tells us that Montesquieu held this absolute presupposition. Montesquieu

explains the "differences between different nations and different cultures'

25. For Collingwood, historians like Hegel and Marx are to be commended
for widening the scope of history. Hegel goes back to the Orient in
his study of history (IH, 125). And Marx goes back to Primitive
Communism in his study of history (IH, 125). (Using Marx's terms,
Hegel only went back to King-state societies.) But still with Hegel
and Marx, there is still not a full appreciation of the sympathy
principle. For Hegel and Marx, rationality is still 'tied up' with
a scientific spirit either in the Present or in the future. Historians
like Hegel and Marx still see the "entire history of man as a single
process of development from a beginning in savagery to an end in a
perfectly rational and civilized society' (IH, 88).



281

as due to the "differences in climate and geography'. With Montesquieu,
man becomes assimilated to nature, "and the explanation of historical
events is sought in the facts of the natural world" (IH, 78-79). All of
man's institutions become ''the necessary effects of natural causes' (IH,
79). Collingwood adds: '"Montesquieu in fact conceived human life as a
reflection of geographical and climatic conditions, not otherwise than
the life of plants, and this implies that historical changes are simply
different ways in which one single and unchangeable thing, human nature,

reacts to different stimuli" (IH, 79). In An Essay on Metaphysics Colling-~

wood evaluates the absolute presupposition that 'nature is the cause of
historical events' and finds it wanting (EM, 98). Again in The Idea Of
History he attacks this absolute presupposition. He states: '"This mis-
conception of human nature and human action is the real flaw in any theory
which, like Montesquieu's, attempts to explain the features of a civiliza-
tion by reference to geographical facts. To be sure, there is an intimate
relation between any culture and its natural environment; but what deter=-
mines its character is not the facts of that environment, in themselves,
but what man is able to get out of them; and that depends on what kind of man
he is" (IH, 79). Here, Collingwood is distinguishing between nature in
itself and how man conceives of nature. It is only man's conception of
nature that has an effect on history in the proper sense. Nature itself
has no effect on history as mind-as-thought. So, when people speak of

the influence of geography or climate on history, ''they are mistaking

the effect of a certain person's or people's conception of nature on

their actions for an effect of nature itself" (IH, 200). The rejection

of the absolute presupposition that ‘nature is the cause of historical
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events' leads Collingwood to make the following remark: ''The fact that
certain people live, for example, on an island has in itself no effect on
their history; what has an effect is the way they conceive that insular
position; whether for example they regard the sea as a barrier or as a
highway to traffic' (IH, 200). This will appear to be a staggering remark
until one recognizes that Collingwood is saying that nature has no effect
on history in the proper sense (i.e. history as mind-as-thought).

Collingwood also tells us in An Essay on Metaphysics that history

was rewritten when it was recognized that all history is the history of
strains. He states:

Thus if Gibbon seems out of date to a modern student of the
Roman Empire it is not because Gibbon knew fewer facts than
the modern student knows; it is because Gibbon was not sensi-
tive enough to the internal strains of what he wrote about.

He begins by depicting the Antonine period as a Golden Age,
that is, an age containing no internal strains whatever; and
from the non-historical or anti-historical tone of its open-
ing his narrative never quite recovers. If Hegel's influence
on nineteenth-century historiography was on the whole an influ-
ence for good, it was because historical study for him was
first and foremost a study of internal strains, and this is
why he opened the way to such brilliant feats as that analysis
of internal strains in nineteenth-century economic society
which entitles Karl Marx to the name of a great historian.

If Oswald Spengler, who was so much talked about a few years
ago, is to-day deservedly forgotten, it is because whenever
he set himself to describe a constellation of historical facts
(what he called a 'culture') he deliberately ironed all the
strains out of it and presented a picture in which every
detail fitted into every other as placidly as the pleces of

a jig-saw puzzle laying at rest on a table (EM, 74- 75) .2

Although Collingwood calls Marx a ''great historian'', because he recognized

26. When Collingwood says that Spengler was so much talked about a few
years ago, Collingwood is, of course, referring also to himself.
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the "strains" in history27, Collingwood also says that Marx made a
number of retrograde steps in historical methodology. Like Spengler,
Marx thought that he could foretell the future (SHC, 68). But, as
Collingwood sees it, all universal history is foredoomed to failure.
This is because we do not have any historical evidence for the future.28
And, according to Collingwood, Marx made a retrograde step when he made
too many concessions to positivism. Marx, like Spengler, failed to fol-
low Hegel in distinguishing nature and history.29 In fact, Marx reasserted
the eighteenth-century positivistic absolute presupposition that 'nature
is the cause of historical events' (IH, 125). So, for Collingwood, Marx
made a retrograde step because he did not take advantage of Hegel's
successful attack on this absolute presupposition in the early nineteenth
century.

Collingwood ends his essay entitled "The Historical Imagination"
by saying that all human beings have an imaginary picture of the past.
He tells us that this imaginary picture of the past is '"mot a chance pro-

duct of psychological causes;..." (IH, 248). Nor is it an empirical

27. But, although Marx recognized the strains of history, there is
still an element of atomism in his thought when he divides the
past into periods. See The Idea Of History, p. 125. And the same
can be said about Hegel. See The Idea Of History, p. 125. Divid-
ing history into periods actually comes out of the Christian tra-
dition. Christian historians were the first historians to divide
history into periods. So, Hegel and Marx on this particular point
were following in this tradition.

28. For Collingwood, of course, there can be no eschatology (which
literally means the study of last things).

29. But Collingwood adds that Hegel was mistaken to deny evolution.
For Collingwood, although nature has no history, nature itself
is in process.
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summary of the historian's experience. This imaginary picture of the
past, he says, is 'mot a generalization empirically discovered by the
historian in the course of his inquiry,..." (IH, 109). And it is not
founded on a body of ready-made facts. Instead, "[s]o far from relying
for its validity upon the support of given facts, it actually serves as
the touchstone by which we decide whether alleged facts are genuine' (IH,
244), Collingwood tells us that this imaginary picture of the past or
"web of imaginative construction' is something ''far more solid and power-
ful than we have hitherto realized" (IH, 244). This web of imaginative
construction is "an 'a priori' condition of historical knowledge' itself
(I, 109). And so, this "web" is not a product of the historian's exper-
jence and knowledge, but is prior to the historian's experience and know-
ledge. Collingwood says that it is this imaginary picture of the past
that is the criterion of historical truth (IH, 248). The criterion of
historical truth is not '"the raw material of historical knowledge, the
detail of the here-and-now as given in perception' (IH, 248). Now, this
is not to say that, for him, history is entirely 'a priori'. For him,
the historian must give us a construction of the past that is based on
empirical evidence. And he emphasizes the fact that the historian's
account of the past must be based on empirical evidence because he
doesn't want to be guilty of Fichte's mistake. Fichte thought that
"history could be reconstructed on a purely 'a priori' basis' without

any appeal to "empirical evidence" (IH, 117). So it is clear that
Collingwood's discussion of the 'a priori' condition of historical
knowledge is not to be confused with Fichte's position. For Collingwood,

there is an important overlap between 'a priori' and empirical elements
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in all historical knowledge (IH, 117). And so, Collingwood is also cri-
ticizing those thinkers who claim that history is entirely empirical.
Historical knowledge is not entirely empirical because it is grounded on
an imaginary picture of the past which is an 'a priori' condition of his-

torical knowledge.

t t

For Collingwood, historical construction is '"'a priori'' and

"imagined''. For this reason he calls this activity of historical construc-

tion, with this double character, the "'a priori' imagination" (IH, 241).30

This "'a priori' imagination" is "active", not 'passive’ (IH, 245). And
by "active' here, Collingwood means ''structural" (IH, 241). This 'a
priori' imaginary picture of the past is not '‘ornamental', as Macaulay
suggested that the historical imagination was. Calling the historical
imagination "ornamental', as Macaulay did, is really, Collingwood says, to
"under-estimate the part played by the historical imagzination' (IH, 241).
When Collingwood says that the historical imagination is "structural",

he is referring to the idea of an imaginary picture of the past. It would
be correct to distinguish between the idea of an imaginary picture of the
past and any particular imaginary picture of the past. It is the idea

of the imaginary picture of the past that is structural. And it is his-
torical thinking that gives this structural idea'content. In other words,
historical thinking is the attempt to provide this idea of an imaginary
picture of the past "with detailed content" (IH, 247). The idea of an
imaginary picture of the past, which is structural, is a law of our

nature or a 'law of the historical spirit" (IH, 140). And it would be

30. 1In Collingwood's terminology, this study of the '"''a priori' imagina-
tion'" would be a "mental science" (IH, 221).
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correct to call this structural imaginary picture of the past a trans-
historical principle. In other words, all human beings have an imaginary
picture of the past at the structural level. Here we have another in-
stance of Collingwood's claim that "[a] mind which knows its own change

is by that very knowledge lifted above change" (SM, 301). So, structurally
the historical imagination is fixed or permanent. But the content of the
historical imagination changes. It is the historian's presuppositions,
including absolute presuppositions, that shape a particular imaginary
picture of the past. In other words, the content of the historical
imagination will depend on the historian's presuppositions. For example,
although Christian historians and positivistic historians both have an
imaginary picture of the past at the structural level, they will both fill
in the content of this imaginary picture of the past in different ways.31
So, although all historians have an imaginary picture of the past at the
structural level, the particular presuppositions that an historian holds
will shape his picture of the past at the content level. It follows from
Collingwood's analysis that, for him, a particular imaginary picture of
the past which is adopted at a particular time will serve as a ''touch-
stone' for constructive and critical purposes (IH, 245). This touchstone
will be used by the historian in order to "decide" if ''facts are genuine'.
The touchstone, then, for Collingwood, is not a "'fixed point supplied

from without" (IH, 245). Rather, the touchstone operates within the

31. This is not to say that Christian historians, or positivistic his-
torians for that matter, have not changed the content of their
imaginary picture of the past. The 'Christian' historical imagina-
tion has changed throughout the ages.
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historian's perspective. And as the historian's perspective changes, his
touchstone changes. This is the reason that Collingwood concludes his
essay entitled "The Historical Imagination" by saying that "[t]he his-
torian, however long and faithfully he works, can never say that his
work, even in crudest outline or in this or that smallest detail is done
once for all" (IH, 248-249).

Let us turn now to the second section of Chapter V. In this
second section we will point out our agreements and disagreements with
Collingwood's commentators in regard to issues arising out of our first
section. Our examination of other commentators will make our interpreta-

tion clearer.

IT

In this second section we will make two major claims that arise
out of the first section of Chapter V. The two major claims of this
chapter are as follows: (1) Collingwood's theory of absolute presupposi-
tions throws direct light on 'The Historical Imagination" and the new
turn in Collingwood's philosophy of history in 1935-1936 is evident in
this paper and (2) Collingwood's doctrine of the '"'a priori' imagination"
is not an early formulation of the doctrine of absolute presuppositions.

Let us turn now to the first major claim of this chapter: Colling-
wood's theory of absolute presuppositions throws direct light on "The
Historical Imagination' and the new turn in Collingwood's philosophy of
history in 1935-1936 is evident in this paper. It is our claim that

there is an important logical connection between the theory of absolute
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presuppositions and -the historical imagination.32 One reason that par-
tially accounts for this logical connection being overlooked is that

many commentators hold the late development thesis. Peter Skagestad, for
example, claims that there is a '"'radical' break in Collingwood's philosophy

of history between The Idea Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics.33 In

the first section of this chapter we attempted to demonstrate that there
is no radical break between these two works. We examined Collingwood's

analysis of a number of examples from history in An Essay on Metaphysics

and saw that Collingwood used these very same examples in The Idea Of
History and offered the same analysis. Now not only does Skagestad see
no relationship between the theory of absolute presuppositions and re-
enactment, he sees no relationship between the theory of absolute presup-
positions and the historical imagination. In fact, he doesn't even dis-
cuss the historical imagination. What we have attempted to do in this
chapter is defend the claim that the historical imagination is not self-
contained without the theory of absolute presuppositions.

It was our claim in the first section of this chapter that Colling-

wood was led to examine (or re-examine) Bradley's ''The Presuppositions of

32. Many commentators do not see any relationship at all between absolute
presuppositions and history. These commentators would include William
Dray, William Debbins, Leon Goldstein, Rex Martin and W.J. Van Der
Dussen. It is interesting to note that all of these commentators are
mainly concerned with the problem of historical explanation in Colling-
wood's thought and virtually ignore the historical imagination. See
footnote #4 in this chapter. The trend of ignoring the historical
imagination appears to exist even among Collingwood's commentators.

In Van Der Dussen's case, this may account for his underplaying of
the European influence on Collingwood's thought. See W.J. Van Der
Dussen, History As A Science, p. 3.

33. P. Skagestad, Making Sense of History, p. 87.




Critical History" in 1935 in "'The Historical Imagination'" pecause

Fe had developed his theory of absolute presuppositions just prior

to the writing of "The Historical Imagination'. As we see it, this examina-

tion of Bradley's essay was the next logical step, given the 'period' in

which Collingwood worked out his theory of absolute presuppositions. We

agree with Louis Mink that "The Historical Imagination" is best under-

stood as a commentary on Bradley's ''The Presuppositions of Critical

History".34 But Mink does not recognize the reason why Collingwood took

Bradley's essay so seriously in 1935. And this is the case because Mink

holds the late development thesis. If "The Historical Imagination' is

to be interpreted in the light of the continuity of Collingwood's ideas

developed through his other writings, as we think that it should, then

this essay should be read in terms of the theory of absolute presuppositions.
William Debbins has claimed that "from the earlier essays to the

later works there is no significant change in Collingwood's conception

of history or philosophy of history".35 But, as we see it,by the time

Collingwood resumed his study of history in 1935, he had arrived at a

new conception of metaphysics. Metaphysics had now become the science

which studies absolute presuppositions. So, when Collingwood uses the

term 'metaphysics' in The Idea Of History, and he does, we must read for

the term 'metaphysics' in this work, 'the science which studies absolute
presuppositions'. As we have attempted to show in this chapter, "The

Historical Imagination' is partially a metaphysics of the historical

34. L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, p. 183.

35. W. Debbins, Essays, pp. xxxi-xxxii.
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imagination. Every instance of the historical imagination rests on a
foundation of metaphysical concepts (i.e. absolute presuppositions).
Metaphysical concepts logically regulate the way in which historians
imagine the past. And as we have seen, the same set of metaphysical
concepts are not always in operation when the historian imagines the
past. When a metaphysical concept is relinquished and another meta-
physical concept is taken up, the historical imagination changes and the
historian is logically compelled to rewrite history. In this chapter we
have discussed a number of examples where Collingwood says that history
was rewritten as the result of new metaphysical concepts being taken up.

In fact, both The Idea Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics can be

seen partially as an account of how the historical imagination has
changed throughout the ages.
Let us turn to the second major claim of this chapter: Colling-

wood's doctrine of the '

'a priori' imagination' is not an early formula-
tion of the doctrine of absolute presuppositions. Alan Donagan has
claimed that Collingwood revised his doctrine of the 'a priori' imagina-
tion in the light of his theory of absolute presuppositions.36 Louis
Mink has claimed that the 'a priori' imagination is an early formulation
of the doctrine of absolute presuppositions.37 In fact, Mink claims that
the 'a priori' imagination is "identical" to the doctrine of absolute

38

presuppositions. Now although Mink, unlike Donagan, claims that the

36. A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 211.

37. L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, pp. 140, 151, 185.

38. Ibid., p. 151.
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'a priori' imagination is identical to the doctrine of absolute presup-
positions, both Mink's and Donagan's interpretation of the 'a priori'
imagination is based on the late development thesis. According to our
interpretation, the theory of absolute presuppositions was developed
prior to the writing of "The Historical Imagination''. If we are correct,
the 'a priori' imagination cannot be an early formulation of the doctrine
of absolute presuppositions. Collingwood does speak of absolute presup-
positions prior to the writing of "The Historical Imagination', and
therefore it seems reasonable to suggest that if Collingwood meant the
doctrine of absolute presuppositions when he referred to the 'a priori'
imagination, as Mink claims, then Collingwood would have referred to the
doctrine of absolute presuppositions in ''The Historical Imagination'.
So it appears as though Collingwood must mean something else besides the
doctrine of absolute presuppositions when he discusses the 'a priori'
imagination in 1935. This is really the interpretative starting-point
of this chapter. If our interpretative starting-point is correct, a
re-interpretation of the 'a priori' imagination is now warranted. And
we have attempted such a re-interpretation in this chapter.

Donagan does distinguish between the idea of an imaginary picture

of the past and any particular imaginary picture of it39

, and we do
agree with Donagan on this point. But Donagan claims that only scienti-
fic historians have an idea of an imaginary picture of the past.40 Accord-

ing to our interpretation, all historians have an idea of an imaginary

39. A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 210.

40. 1Ibid., p. 210.
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picture of the past. This interpretation is actually more consistent
with Collingwood's claim that an idea of an imaginary picture of the

past is "part of the furniture' of every historian's mind. As we have
argued in the first section of this chapter, the idea of an imaginary
picture of the past is structural. All historians have an imaginary
picture of the past at the structural level. But the content of par-
ticular imaginary pictures of the pést can be different. And we have
suggested that the content of particular imaginary pictures of the past
will be different if historians hold different presuppositions. So,
although Donagan is right, as we see it, to distinguish between the idea
of an imaginary picture of the past and any particular imaginary picture
of it, he fails to point out that the content of any particular imaginary
picture of the past will be dependent on the historians presuppositions.
Donagan does say that no two historians interpret the evidence in exactly
the same way and that therefore each historian will have a different par-
ticular imaginary picture of the past41, but he doesn't point out that
historians will interpret the evidence differently if different presup-

42

positions are held. We will have more to say about the important

41. 1Ibid., p. 211.

42. (i) It might be suggested that although Donagan doesn't make this
point, he assumes it. But, Donagan doesn't assume it because he
says that Collingwood only thought that there were absolute presup-
positions in natural science. According to Donagan, Collingwood
never asked the question, 'What are the presuppositions of history?'
See A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 210.

(ii) As we see it, Collingwood never relinquished his distinction
between the idea of an imaginary picture of the past and any parti-
cular imaginary picture of it, as Donagan claims. In short, Colling-
wood did not revise his position in ''The Historical Imagination' in
the light of his theory of absolute presuppositions. Rather, the
distinction between the idea of an imaginary picture of the past and
any particular imaginary picture of it is to be interpreted in the
light of the doctrine of absolute presuppositions.
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relationship between presuppositions amd evidence in the next chapter.

Mink says that Collingwood in The Idea Of History was on his way

to recognizing that "all" thinking is informed by absolute presupposi-
tions.43 Mink thinks that Collingwood did not arrive at the conclusion
that all thinking is informed by absolute presuppositions until the late
1930's. But, according to our analysis, Collingwood arrived at this con-

clusion before he wrote the papers that make up The Idea Of History. And

it was because he had already arrived at this conclusion that he says in
these papers that history will be rewritten as metaphysical concepts
change. Mink does make the suggestive comment that "there are discernible

patterns of imagination' in every historical epoch.44

But this suggestive
comment is not worked out in any systematic way by Mink. In this chapter
we have taken Mink's suggestive comment very seriously and have attempted
to work it out. We have argued that, in fact, there are discernible
patterns of imagination in every historical 'epoch' and that these discern-
ible patterns of imagination are the result of historians sharing presup-
positions in a particular historical 'epoch'.

We also have a disagreement with Lionel Rubinoff on his inter-

pretation of the 'a priori' imagination. Rubinoff has claimed that the

idea of an imaginary picture of the past is an absolute presupposition of

43. L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, p. 185.

44. Ibid., p. 156.
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43 e think that Rubinoff is right in holding

the historical standpoint.
that the idea of an imaginary picture of the past is not a generalization
discovered by the historian in the course of his inquiry.46 But, Rubinoff
is mistaken to call this idea of an imaginary picture of the past an abso-
lute presupposition. According to our analysis, absolute presuppositions
can be given up, but the idea of an imaginary picture of the past (i.e.
structural level) cannot be given up. Rubinoff may have misinterpreted
Collingwood on this point because he thinks that some absolute presupposi-
tions cannot be given up.47 But, according to our analysis, all absolute
presuppositions can be gi&en up. This is the reason why we have suggested
that absolute presuppositions only operate at the content level of any
particular imaginary picture of the past, and not at the structural

level, as Rubinoff's interpretation on this point implies. Rubinoff
overlooks Collingwood's structure-content distinction and for this reason
he fails to recognize that the content of a particular imaginary picture
of the past can change. And, as we have argued, the content will change
as presuppositions change. This is the only way that we can make sense

of Collingwood's claim that the historical imagination changes.

45. (i) Rubinoff, Reform Of Metaphysics, p. 182.
(ii) It will be recalled that Rublnoff does not hold the late
development thesis. Rather, Rubinoff thinks that the doctrine of
absolute presuppositions goes back to Collingwood's World War I
period. As we see it, Rubinoff's incorrect placement of the theory
of absolute presuppositions in Colllngwood s intellectual develop-
ment prevents Rubinoff from recognizing the important new turn in
Collingwood's philosophy of history in 1935.

46. L. Rubinoff, Reform of Metaphysics, p. 283.

47. For example, see L. Rubinoff, Reform of Metaphysics, p. 11.
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In the next chapter we will turn to "Historical Evidence' and
continue our analysis of the new turn in Collingwood's philosophy of
history in 1935-1936. The apparent fact that Collingwood developed
his theory of absolute presuppositions just prior to the writing of

this paper leads us to see 'Historical Evidence" in a new light.



CHAPTER VI
HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

In the first section of Chapter VI we will be mainly concerned
with Collingwood's 'Historical Evidence'. We will attempt to demon-
strate that there is an important logical connection between the theory
of absolute presuppositions and the problem of historical evidence. In
the second section of this chapter we will argue that no commentator has
yet recognized this logical connection and reasons will be suggested to

account for this fact.

"Historical Evidence" is taken from the manuscript of 'The Prin-
ciples of History" which Collingwood began in the spring of 1936, and
which grew out of some of the lectures of 1936. '"Historical Evidence'
was revised and completed in 1939. Sir Malcolm Knox decided to add

this paper to Part V of The Idea Of History.1 And since 'Historical

1. The Idea Of History is largely based on thirty-two lectures which
Collingwood wrote during the first six months of 1936. These thirty-
two lectures are found in a manuscript, entitled "The Philosophy of
History', which falls into two parts. The first part of the manu-
script is a history of the idea of history. The second part of the
1936 manuscript is made up of a series of "metaphysical epilegomena'.
This 1936 manuscript was to be the groundwork for two projected
books. The first section of this 1936 manuscript was meant to be a
companion volume to The Idea Of Nature. See T.M. Knox, The Idea Of

(continued on p. 297)

2%
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Evidence" arises out of the second part of the 1936 manuscript which con-

sists of "metaphysical epilegomena', it is clear that he thinks that there is

an important relationship between metaphysics and historical evidence.2
Collingwood begins "Historical Evidence" by saying that history

is a "science'" and by the term 'science' he means an "organized body of

knowledge' (IH, 249). But anything that is an organized body of know-

ledge must be more than "merely organized', it must be an organized body

of knowledge of 'some special kind" (IH, 249). Although history is an

organized body of knowledge, it is not organized in the same way that,

say, "'meteorology' or ''chemistry" or mathematics is organized. This is

not to say that history has no similarities in the way that it is organized

with other organized bodies of knowledge. In history and all of the other

sciences, including mathematics (IH, 251), the logic of question and

answer is used. History, like all of the other sciences, is trying to

find things out by the use of questions and answers (IH, 9-10). And

1. continued. History, p. v. In 1940 Collingwood decided to call this
part of the manuscript "The Idea Of History'". The second part of the
1936 manuscript was to be called "The Principles of History". Colling-
wood did some work on 'The Principles of History'" in 1939, but this
book was never completed. It should also be noted that Knox did not
carry out Collingwood's intentions in the strict sense when he edited
The Idea Of History. Only the first four sections of Knox's 'edition’
(i.e. historical sectionsg correspond to Collingwood's projected book
on the history of the idea of history. Part V of Knox's 'edition'
actually corresponds to Collingwood's projected book ''The Principles
of History'". So, given Collingwood's intentions, it could be argued
that the title The Idea Of History is misleading when we read Part
V of Knox's 'edition'.

2. (i) This is not to say that there is only an important logical con-
nection between metaphysics and historical evidence. As we have
seen in An Essay on Metaphysics, there is an important logical con-
nection between metaphysics and all evidence.

(i1) He is also dealing with epistemological problems in Part V of
The Idea Of History.
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history, like all of the other sciences, is "inferential''. By the term
'inferential' Collingwood means that a scientist '"is not allowed to claim
any single piece of knowledge, except where he can justify his claim by
exhibiting to himself in the first place, and secondly to any one else
who is both able and willing to follow his demonstration, the grounds
upon which it is based" (IH, 252). At this point let us mention just one
other similarity between history and all of the other sciences. For
Collingwood, every science is "autonomous'. Autonomy is the condition

of being one's own authority, of making knowledge claims on one's own
initiative and not because these knowledge claims are authorized by any-
one else. With this notion of autonomy, the idea of ''ready-made answers'
is rejected. So, for Collingwood, all sciences are autonomous because
they are self-authorizing and self-justifying forms of inquiry. And

when Collingwood says that history is autonomous, he means that '[t]he
historian has the right, and is under an obligation, to make up his

own mind by the methods proper to his own science as to the correct solu-
tion of every problem that arises for him in the pursuit of that science"
(IH, 256). When Collingwood says that history is autonomous, he does not
mean that the principles of history are independent of those of every

other science.

3. 1In this paragraph we are implicitly criticizing Alan Donagan. Donagan
has claimed that with history ''its principles are independent of those
of any other discipline." See A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 212.
Although history does have some of its own unique principles, history
does share some structural and methodological principles with all
other disciplines. We should not understand Collingwood's notion of
'autonomy' in the light of the above claim by Donagan. And the pos-
sible objection that we are blurring the very distinction between
science and history that Collingwood went to such pains to emphasize
is really based on Donagan's misinterpretation that science and history
share no principles. It should be added that this is probably the
major reason that Donagan claims that there are absolute presupposi-
tions in natural science, but not in history.
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It is only after we are aware of the structural and methodo-
logical similarities between history and all of the other sciences, in-
cluding mathematics, that we can understand Collingwood's claim that ''an
historical argument' can be proved "as conclusively as a demonstration
in mathematics' (IH, 262). Since, for Collingwood, all sciences use
the logic of question and answer, the historian is answering questions
that arise from presuppositions in a similar structural and methodological
way as the mathematician.4 The scientific historian must ask questions
in a methodical and orderly way, just as the mathematician should.5
Earlier we have attempted to show that all historical thinking is inti-
mately related or logically connected with metaphysics. ALl mathematical
thinking is also intimately related or logically connected with metaphysics
(SM, 177-178, 1IN, &, 20, BM, 249-257).° Tt is for this reason that
Collingwood says that mathematicians hold metaphysical concepts (i.e.
absolute presuppositions), just as we have seen that historians hold
metaphysical concepts (EM, 156, 239). It is only after we recognize
these points of similarity that we will be able to understand Colling-
wood's claim that "an historical argument' can be proved "as conclusively
as a demonstration in mathematics.”

By 'conclusiveness', Collingwood does not mean finality. For

4. See An Essay on Metaphysics, pp. 238-239.

Ut
.

This is not to say that mathematics shares all of the structural and
methodological principles of history.

6. That every science rests on a foundation of metaphysics is another
feature that all of the sciences share. And this is another point
that Donagan overlooks. See footnote #3 in this chapter.
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example, the conclusiveness of history '"is the certainty that the evi-
dence in our possession points to one particular answer to the question
we ask of it."’ 'Conclusiveness' in history, for Collingwood, refers

to a specific question-and-answer complex, and a question-and-answer
complex is conclusive if it is beyond reasonable doubt given the evi-
dence here and now. It is clear that 'conclusiveness' is not being used
in the strong sense by which we mean that the process of inquiry ends.
Rather, Collingwood is using the term 'conclusiveness' in the weak sense
by which we mean that a question-and-answer complex is beyond reasonable
doubt at a particular stage in the inquiry. And this is what Collingwood
means by 'conclusiveness' in all of the other sciences.8 We should also
add at this point that Collingwood is not talking about 'psychological
conclusiveness' or 'psychological certainty' when he says that an his-
torical judgment can be as 'conclusive' or 'certain' as a mathematical
judgment. Instead, he is talking about 'logical conclusiveness' or
'logical certainty'. Historical judgments are logically entailed in a
structural and methodological way that is similar to mathematical judg-

ments.9

7. R.G. Collingwood, "Philosophy of History'" (unpublished manuscript)
1927, p. S3. '

8. Collingwood is countering the standard view that mathematics is 'final'.
For Collingwood, no science is 'final'. And so, Collingwood is not
so much 'raising' history to the structural and methodological level
of mathematics, as he is 'lowering' mathematics to the structural
and methodological level of history.

9. 1If our analysis is correct, Mink is mistaken to claim that Colling-
wood confuses logical certitude with psychological certitude. See
L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, p. 263. Mink has failed to
take seriously Collingwood's claim that psychology is the pseudo-
science of thought (EM, 112).
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Although history has structural and methodological similarities
with all of the other sciences, it is still a science of a special kind.
History is a science, Collingwood says, ''whose business is to study
events not accessible to our observation,...arguing to these from some-
thing else which is accessible to our observation, and which the historian
calls 'evidence' for the events in which he is interested" (IH, 251-252).
History is not the perception of past events. In fact, the claim that
historical thinking can be based on the study of perception is inconsistent
with there being such a thing as historical thinking. We can no longer
perceive the outside of past events (IH, 233) and we could at no time
perceive the inside of events. We can only argue to the inside and out-
side of events from something ''which is accessible to our observation"
here and now, namely "evidence'. Although history is not the perception
of the inside and outside of past events, in "Historical Evidence"
Collingwood is mainly attempting to demonstrate that history is not the
perception of the inside of events. History in the proper sense is the
study of mind-as-thought (i.e. inside of events) and mind-as-thought is
never an object of perception. Even if we had a '"Wellsian machine for
looking backwards through time', Collingwood says in reference to history
in the proper sense, '"this would not be historical knowledge;..." (IH,
252). A '"Wellsian machine' would never give us the inside of events
because penetration is always necessary for uncovering mind-as-thought.

So even an eyewitness would have to penetrate to the inside of an event
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before he could claim to have historical knowledge.lo Now, mind-as-
thought is expressed or embodied in something which is perceptible here
and now, and that is evidence. So perception does play an important
role in historical knowledge. Although the thoughts of historical
agents cannot be perceived, evidence that expresses or embodies the
thoughts of historical agents is perceptible. The function of percep-
tion, then, is to 'acquaint' the historian with evidence that refers to
past thoughts. But, as we have seen, the evidence which is perceptible
here and now is not ready-made evidence. When an historian reads a
passage in a document, for example, all he perceives "is merely a pattern
of black marks on white paper'" (IH, 244). This pattern of black marks

always has to be interpreted.11

And therefore, although the black marks
that the historian perceives are an important starting-point for the
historian, what the historian perceives is not historical knowledge at
all. It must be added that the perceptible here and now is not limited

to documents. For Collingwood, "everything is evidence which the his-

torian can use as evidence''. But penetration must always take place

10. We must emphasize that even an eyewitness account of the outside

of the event is only evidence. This evidence would still have to
be interpreted critically. In other words, an eyewitness account
of the outside of the event would not be ready-made evidence. For
one thing, the memory of an eyewitness would not give us historical
knowledge about the outside of the event because, for Collingwood,
"memory is not organized, not inferential, at all" (IH, 252). Here
again, Collingwood is implicitly attacking Bacon and his followers
who claim that memory is historical knowledge.

11. This claim is a little misleading because even the distinction be-
tween black and white is an interpretation at a more fundamental
level. It would appear that this claim necessarily follows from
Collingwood's theory of perception. But with any analysis, you
must start somewhere.
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before one can claim to have historical knowledge about the thoughts of
historical agents. A trace of the past never gives us ready-made
thoughts. One must always penetrate this trace of the past in order to
discover the thoughts that are expressed or embodied in it.

There is a 'limit' which can be set on the possibilities of using
a particular perceptible trace as evidence. And this limit is the world
that the historian perceives. But, historians do not perceive the same
world because all perception is mediated by thought (SM, 204~205, NAPH,
49-51). It will be recalled that we never perceive a pure sense datum.
Whatever is called a 'datum' is already interpreted by thought. ''In all
perception we are making a judgment, trying to answer the question of
what it is that we perceive' (NAPH, 50). And, for Collingwood, historians
perceive in terms of different questions. This is the reason why Colling-
wood claims that '"no two historians start from the same data of immediate
perception' (NAPH, 53). The questions that the historian asks places a
limit on what the historian perceives here and now. This limit is not
fixed once and for all. Not only is the limit different for each his-
torian, but the limit can shift and change for a particular historian if
he raises new questions. The limit at any particular stage in the inquiry
will be dependent on the historian's world of perception which is logic-
ally regulated by the questions that he asks. ''The historian's data'",
Collingwood says, ''consist of what he is able to perceive; and if he
can perceive little, no one but himself is to blame' (NAPH, 52).

When Collingwood says in The Idea Of History that all perception

is mediated by thought, this 'thought' includes presuppositions. So at

this stage in Collingwood's intellectual career, perception is mediated
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also by presuppositions which are an integral part of any question-and-

12

answer complex. And he is now saying that the limit which can be set

on the possibilities of using any particular perceptible trace as evidence
will be dependent on the historian's presupposition-laden questions.13
Collingwood has still not relinquished his claim that the historian's
world of perception can shift and change. But, since all thinkers inherit
a whole tradition of thought, if we compared the world of perception of
two historians living in the same 'age', we would see some discernible
patterns in the way that the world was perceived.

For Collingwood, all scientists distinguish between evidence and
non-evidence in terms of question-and-answer complexes. Questions only
arise because we hold presuppositions, and questions set us off looking
for evidence that will help us answer our questions. Questions which
"arise must of necessity, to an intelligent mind, convey some hint of

the direction in which evidence for [their] solution is to be sought"

(NAPH, 52-53). And, to use the metaphor of An Essay on Metaphysics, a

set of absolute presuppositions is the 'yard-stick' by which a scientist
decides if something is evidence.14 For example, the cardinal who refused

to look through Galileo's telescope did so because he knew that nothing

12. (i) The end result of Collingwood's analysis is that perception
has a history. As we see it, Collingwood never relinquished this
claim. See An Essay on Metaphysics, p. 195.
(ii) That all perception is mediated by thought is a transhistorical
principle for Collingwood.

13. Collingwood never relinquished this view. We also find it expressed
in his 1940 publication. See An Essay on Metaphysics, pp. 26-27.

14. This is the case even if the scientist is not aware of his absolute
presuppositions.
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he could possibly see would be evidence for him.15 Galileo and the
cardinal distinguished between evidence and non-evidence in terms of
their world of perception. For Collingwood, our absolute presupposi-
tions logically regulate what we consider to be evidence and non-evidence.
In reference to Plato's theory of Ideas, Collingwood says that "[e]very-
thing is evidence for it, if you believe it; everything evidence against
it, if you disbelieve it" (LHK, 92). Collingwood's dictum that "what

you are not looking for, you do not see' is especially applicable to
evidence. An adequate analysis of the notion of evidence, then, for
Collingwood, cannot neglect important subjective elements. Any attempt
to eliminate these subjective elements is always insincere. In fact, if
it succeeded, science itself would vanish because nothing would be judged
as evidence.

Whenever absolute presuppositions change, what is considered to
be evidence will change. The yard-stick by which the scientist distin-
guishes between evidence and non-evidence, then, is not fixed. If the
yard-stick changes, new limits will be placed on what is considered to
be evidence or even possible evidence. Everyone brings absolute pre-
sﬁppositions to his subject-matter, and approaches it from the point of
view which is characteristic of himself and his generation. Naturally,

therefore, one age, one man, sees evidence which another does not. For

15. We have slightly altered Mink's example. See L. Mink, Mind, History
And Dialectic, p. 179. Mink claims that there is a relationship be-
tween absolute presuppositions and "methods of argument'. We agree
with this point but also wish to claim that there is a logical con-
nection between absolute presuppositions and what is considered to
be evidence.
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example, one age, one man sees animal tracks where the other sees fossils.16
In Collingwood's unpublished manuscripts on the philosophy of
social science we have already seen that he thinks that absolute pre-

"read into the evidence'. In these unpublished manu-

suppositions are
scripts he discusses different naturalistic conceptions that are used in
the social sciences. He states:

These conceptions do not rest on evidence; they are read into

the evidence, and rest on the false assumption, implicit in

the naturalistic method, that subject and object are external

to each other and that each is the other's opposite; an assump-

tion made explicit at the very beginning of modern scientific

history when Descartes, expounding the presuppositions of

physics, distinguished mind as thinking and unextended from

matter as extended and unthinkable.l”
It is clear that Collingwood sees the social scientist as sometimes
borrowing the absolute presuppositions that are held in the natural
sciences. And Collingwood regards it as a mistake for social scientists
to be using the absolute presuppositions of natural science in their
study of mind-as-thought. Collingwood says that this leads the natural-
istic social scientist to divorce the "primitive mind" from the 'civilized
mind". The "primitive mind" is the object, while the civilized mind" is
Eﬁé‘subject. These naturalistic conceptions, for Collingwood, are
foundational concepts and are not the conclusions of an empirical study.

Naturalistic social scientists have confused the logical status of abso-

lute presuppositions with the logical status of evidence. Here again

16. Here, of course, we are referring to the famous story concerning Hegel.
Hegel thought that what we today call fossils were animal tracks.

17. R.G. Collingwood, 'The Historical Method", (unpublished manuscript)
1936-1937, pp. 6-7.
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we have an instance of the fact that the naturalistic ''scientist never
sees 'himself'".

Not only is there a logical connection between absolute presup-
positions and what is considered to be evidence in the natural and social
sciences, there is also a logical connection between absolute presupposi-
tions and what is considered to be evidence in the subject-matter called

history. In The Idea Of History Collingwood states:

The evidence available for solving any given problem changes

with every change of historical method and with every varia-

tion in the competence of historians.... [T]he interpreting

of evidence is a task to which a man must bring everything

he knows: historical knowledge, knowledge of nature and man,

mathematical knowledge, philosophical knowledge; and not know-

ledge only, but mental habits and possessions of every kind:...

(IH, 248).
Historical evidence is not "unchanging'. Evidence, for Collingwood,
changes as '"'mental habits' change. And these "mental habits' would in-
clude particular absolute presuppositions. And as we have seen elsewhere,
"mone of these is unchanging'. A fundamental change at the absolute pre-
supposition level will lead the historian to question what was previously
thought to be evidence. And a fundamental change at the absolute presup-
paéition level will set the historian off looking for new evidence. For
example, in the previous chapter we saw that the Tubingen school of
Biblical criticism rejected miracles as evidence when they adopted the
positivistic absolute presupposition that 'all events happen according
to law'. This absolute presupposition set the TUbingen school off look-
ing for new evidence. For Collingwood, then, the historian can always

bring new presuppositions to his subject-matter. When new problems arise,

the historian must look for evidence that will help him solve his new
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problems. And for Collingwood, new evidence can always become available
that will aid the historian in solving his problems.18

For Collingwood, what we regard as evidence has a history. This
is why history, like all of the other sciences, must be rewritten. And

The Idea Of History can partially be seen as a study of how history has

been rewritten as the result of evidence changing. Greco-Roman historio-
graphy only recognized teleological evidence. With Medieval historiography,
the evidence still had to be teleological, but now all peoples are involved
in the working out of God's purpose. Anything that was to be considered

as evidence for Medieval historiographers, then, had to fit into this
metaphysical framework. During the Enlightenment, Voltaire claimed that
historians should confine their attention to the period after the end

of the Middle Ages.19

Voltaire argued this way because he thought that
this was the only period concerning which we possessed sound and suffi-
cient evidence. By 'sound and sufficient evidence' he meant evidence

as measured by the standards of the modern scientific spirit. And Hume
followed Voltaire in claiming that only the recent past was knowable,
given the standards of the scientific spirit of his day. With Montesquieu

we have another example of how absolute presuppositions logically regu-

late what is considered to be evidence. Montesquieu was dominated by

18. It should be noted at this point that to speak of 'interpreting the
evidence differently' is actually a little misleading because this
phrase suggests that there is ready-made evidence that can be inter-
preted in many different ways.

19. Note that Voltaire still accepted the periodizing of the Medieval

historiographers. But Voltaire did not attempt to write a universal
history.
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the absolute presupposition that 'mature is the cause of historical
events'. This absolute presupposition led Montesquieu to treat climatic
and geographical factors as historical evidence.

The logico-regulative relationship of absolute presuppositions
to evidence is especially evident in what Collingwood calls '‘pigeon-
holing". Collingwood tells us in "Historical Evidence" that many his-
torians have the desire to invent "a system of pigeon-holes in which to
arrange their learning" (IH, 264). Historians who like to pigeon-hole
arrange ''the whole of history in a single scheme" (IH, 264). Colling-
wood accuses Vico, Kant, Hegel, Comte, Marx, Petrie, Spengler and Toynbee
of pigeon-holing.

Collingwood tells us that Vico was guilty of pigeon-holing with
his pattern of historical cycles. Vico agreed with the claim made by
some Greco-Roman historians that history was cyclical, but rejected their
claim that history was circular. Vico rejected the absolute presupposi-
tion that 'history repeats itself' that was held by some Greco-Roman
historians and even by some Renaissance historians. For Vico, history
never repeats itself '"but comes round to each new phase in a form differ-
entiated by what has gone before" (IH, 68). So, for Vico, we have cycles
along with new phases. This is the reason that it is actually more
accurate to call Vico's theory a 'spiral' theory of history. Vico's
spiral theory was a logico-regulative starting-point and this led Vico

to construct the pastzo, according to a pattern which was 'mecessary 'a

20. Vico did not attempt to predict the future. So, although Vico was
guilty of pigeon-holing, he was not a universal historian.
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priori' on logical grounds" (IH, 264). It will be recalled that a
logico-regulative entity operates in an 'a priori' fashion. Vico
logically forced history into pigeon-holes according to his interpreta-
tive framework. Now historians who force history into pigeon-holes only
accept evidence which fits into their grand scheme. Vico was no excep-
tion. Vico's grand scheme logically regulated what was considered to
be evidence and non-evidence. Anything that was to be considered as
evidence had to fit into Vico's metaphysical framework. All Vico had

to do was interpolate between Greco-Roman evidence, most of which he
regarded as ready-made evidence, in order to make room for his new phases.
In short, Vico had to make room for novelties.

Kant was also guilty of pigeon-holing. Kant also gave us a
"chronological" and "qualitative scheme' according to a pattern which
was necessary 'a priori' on logical grounds. Kant attempted to construct
a ""'universal history from a cosmopolitan point of view''. Kant was
dominated by the absolute presupposition that 'history is a progress
towards rationality, which is at the same time an advance in rationality'.
This absolute presupposition logically regulated Kant's ''universal"
history.21 And we could say the same thing about Kant's metaphysical
framework that Collingwood said about Plato's metaphysical framework,
and that is that everything is evidence for it, if you believe it; every-

thing evidence against it, if you disbelieve it.

21. Kant also accepted the notion of ready-made evidence (IH, 97). He
thought that the facts of history were already 'in' and that all the
historian had to do was theorize about these ready-made facts. Kant
may have been led to this view because, for him, all categories and
regulative ideas were fixed in the strict sense of the term.



311

Collingwood also tells us that Hegel and Marx committed the
fallacy of pigeon-holing. Both Hegel and Marx give us a chronological
and qualitative metaphysical scheme for interpreting history. And
Collingwood does add that these metaphysical schemes, as with all cases
of pigeon-holing, do have a "magical value'" in the sense that the meta-
physical schemes provide "a focus for emotions and in consequence an
incentive to action" (IH, 265-266). Although Hegel and Marx divided
history into periods, they did not agree on how these periods were derived.

1"t

For Hegel, the periods were derived from '"'ideas''. And for Marx, the
periods were derived from '"natural facts' (IH, 125). Even though both
of these thinkers accepted the absolute presupposition that 'history is
an advance in freedom', they did not share the absolute presupposition
that 'nature is the casue of historical events'. While Marx held it,
Hegel did not. With Hegel and Marx it is a metaphysical scheme which
is used to distinguish between evidence and non-evidence. Anything
which camnot be fitted into their own particular metaphysical scheme is
rejected as evidence. And with these two examples of pigeon-holing, as
with all examples of pigeon-holing, Collingwood's two dicta concerning
the logical status of evidence are especially applicable: 'what you are
not looking for, you do not see' and 'everything is evidence for it, if
you believe it; everything evidence against it, if you disbelieve it'.
Collingwood goes on to tell us that some historians thought that
their pigeon-holing enterprise could raise history to the rank of a
natural science (IH, 264). These historians were positivists who thought
that natural processes were analogous to historical processes and that

therefore history should be constructed on the analogy of the natural
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sciences. FEarlier we called this claim the analogy thesis. And we have

already seen that the claim that 'natural processes are analogous to his-

torical processes' is an absolute presupposition. But in addition to

this absolute presupposition, positivistic historians also held the

absolute presuppositions that 'all events happen according to law' and

'the future resembles the past'. With these absolute presuppositions,

only regularian evidence was admitted by positivistic historians. In

other words, only evidence that was consistent with Cause III explana-

tions was genuine evidence. Positivistic historians thought that all

the evidence was 'in' and that all one had to do was to look for regularity.

And so positivistic historians failed to recognize that their presupposi-

tions were read into the evidence when they attempted to construct a

"universal" history.22
In "Historical Evidence'" Collingwood examines how historical

methodology has changed throughout the ages. And, for him, changes in

historical methodology always indicate deeper and more fundamental

changes at the presupposition level. In "Historical Evidence'", Colling-

wond is actually continuing his reflection on the changes in the presup-

positions of historical methodology. Already in Parts I-IV of The Idea

of History Collingwood had studied the changes in the presuppositions of

22. It might be argued that Collingwood is giving us a grand scheme
because he holds a great man theory of history. But this interpre-
tation would be premature. Although he speaks of, for example,
Caesar's intentions, it would not necessarily follow that he holds
a great man theory of history. We must continually keep in mind
that history must be based on evidence in order to be fully scienti-
fic. And so, if an unequal proportion of the 'evidence' here and now
centred around a 'great man', it would follow that our written his-
tory is going to reflect this. This analysis is consistent with
Roman Britain.
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historical methodology and offered a critical examination of those pre-

suppositions. So the first four sections of The Idea Of History were

not just a descriptive study of these presuppositions.

Collingwood begins his study of the changes in the presupposi-
tions of historical methodology with an examination of what he calls
"scissors-and-paste history'". ''Scissors-and-paste history' is actually
equivalent to what he called "common-sense history" in "The Historical
Imagination'. Scissors-and-paste history ''depends altogether upon the
testimony of authorities'" (IH, 257). This kind of 'history' is 'con-
structed by excerpting and combining the testimonies', spoken or written,
"of different authorities'. Scissors-and-paste historians accept ''ready-

made answers' to the questions that he asks. The person who offers the

1 et

ready-made answer is called the '"'authority''. And the ready-made answer
that is accepted by the historian is called "'testimony'". Collingwood
tells us that "scissors and paste was the only hiétorical method known

to the later Greco-Roman world or the Middle Ages' (IH, 258). Although
the scissors-and-paste historian can ask different questions, for this
historian "'there is only one kind" or type of question "which is capable
of being settled by any sort of argument" (IH, 261). And the one kind

or type of question is ''whether to accept or reject a certain piece of
testimony bearing upon the question in which he is interested" (IH, 261).
For Collingwood, scissors-and-paste history '"is not really history at all,
but we have no other name for it" (IH, 257). Here Collingwood is saying

that scissors-and-paste history is not really scientific history in the

complete sense. The scissors-and-paste historian does not recognize ''the
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necessary conditions of science".z3 For one thing, the scissors-and-
paste historian does not recognize his autonomy. Although the scissors-
and-paste historian is using the logic of question and answer, he is not
using it in a fully scientific way. He is using this logic in its
"simplest form".

Collingwood is quick to add that he is not saying ''that testimony
ought never to be accepted'. Testimony may actually turn out to be know-
ledge. But testimony, although it may turn out to be knowledge, is not
ready-made '"scientific knowledge'. Testimony is not scientific know-
ledge because it cannot be supported 'by appeal to the grounds on which
it is based" (IH, 257). The statements made by a so-called authority
cease to be testimony only when the statements are evaluated critically
and reinforced or grounded by evidence. And if they have survived the
test of evidence and criticism, only then do these statements deserve
the name historical knowledge.24

There are at least two implicatians of scissors-and-paste history
that Collingwood finds unacceptable. The first implication is that what
is not contained in the testimony of authorities cannot be known. But,
according to Collingwood, the truly scientific historian can throw light
on seemingly remote or obscure historical subjects by compelling his

sources to answer questions that are not raised in his sources. And

23. Collingwood would be the first person to admit that the necessary
conditions of science, as he sees them, arise from presuppositions.

24. But we must emphasize that Collingwood means historical knowledge
in the weak sense here. By historical knowledge, he does not mean
finality. Rather, historical knowledge here refers to what we have
called truth in Sense II.
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it is the important notion of autonomy in the scientific historian's
methodology that allows him, unlike the scissors-and-paste historian, to
do this. The scientific historian, for Collingwood, can and must 'read
between the lines'. In other words, he can and must read between the
statements of the so-called authorities. Collingwood states:

Where the scissors-and-paste historian said quite confidently
'"There is nothing in such-and-such an author about such-and-
such a subject', the scientific or Baconian historian will
reply 'Oh, isn't there? Do you not see that in this passage
about a totally different matter it is implied that the author
took such-and-such a view of the subject about which you say
his text contains nothing?' (IH, 270§

With the methodology of scientific history it is possible to uncover

facts which 'authorities' don't give us. And it should be noted that

25

Collingwood does exactly this in Roman Britain. One other implication

of scissors-and-paste history is that there is no satisfactory way of
solving the problem of conflicting evidence. When the scissors-and-
paste historian takes statements from authorities, he is simply 'lost'
when his authorities disagree. The scissors-and-paste historian could
prefer one authority to another, but this procedure, according to his

own methodology, would be simply arbitrary. For Collingwood, it is only
by becoming a scientific historian that one can attempt to solve the
problem of conflicting evidence. The scientific historian, according to
his own autonomous methodology, can consistently offer reasons for pre-
ferring one account of the past to another. In other words, the scienti-
fic historian is not 'lost' when he is faced with conflicting accounts of

the past because he can argue for a particular account of the past by

25. See, for example, Roman Britain, p. 316.
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appealing to the grounds upon which it is based. For Collingwood, it is
only by becoming autonomous that one can attempt to solve the problem of
conflicting evidence.

From the seventeenth century to the nineteenth century, a "form'
of scissors-and-paste history was accepted. Collingwood calls this form
of scissors-and-paste history '"'critical history'’. Critical history '‘was
worked out from the seventeenth century onwards, and officially acclaimed
in the nineteenth as the apotheosis of the historical consciousness' (IH,
259). In critical history, the word 'authority' was relinquished by
historians and replaced by the word "'source', a word indicating simply
that it contains the statement, without any implications as to its value"
(IH, 259). With critical history, the historian is only concerned with
whether a particular statement in a source is true or false and it is he
who decides. The problem for the critical historian is whether he should
"incorporate the statement into his own narrative or not'. ''The presup-
position of the problem'', Collingwood says in reference to critical his-
tory, ''is that in a certain source we have found a certain statement

which bears on our subject" (IH, 259).26

The critical historian can
"solve this problem in one or other of two ways: affirmatively' by
accepting the statement ''or negatively' by rejecting the statement (IH,

259).

26. (i) To use the language of An Essay on Metaphysics, when Colling-
wood uses the term 'presupposition’ in this text he means a rela-
tive presupposition.

(ii) Note also that the logic of question and answer is still
being used by the critical historian. But, as we will soon see,
the critical historian is still not using this logic in a fully
scientific way.
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For Collingwood, the move from scissors-and-paste history to
critical history is not a radical move. Although one class of witnesses
is disqualified from giving testimony, the other class of witnesses is
treated exactly as authorities were treated under scissors-and-paste
history. With critical history, the Baconian revolution in history has
still not been accomplished. Collingwood does see the move from the
presuppositions of scissors-and-paste history to the presuppositions of
critical history as an advance, because some of the state-
ments of witnesses are evaluated critically, but the presuppositions of
modern scientific history have still not been adopted. Now, by calling
critical history still a form of scissors-and-paste history, Collingwood
does not mean that the critical historian cannot consistently attempt to
solve the problem of conflicting evidence, for actually, according to
his own methodology, he can make such an attempt. The critical historian
can offer reasons for preferring the statement of one witness to that of
another witness. And so, the critical historian was to some extent
autonomous, whereas the notion of autonomy was completely unknown to the
scissors-and-paste historian. What Collingwood does mean by calling
critical history still a form of scissors-and-paste history is that with
critical history an historian can still only ask questions that were
raised in his sources. So if a source was silent on a particular topic,
the critical historian had to remain silent on that topic. And so the
critical historian was not at all autonomous in the sense of 'reading
between the lines'. The critical historian, then, made some advance
over the scissors-and-paste historian by being to some extent more cri-

tical and reflective, but made no advance at all in throwing light on
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seemingly remote or obscure historical subjects.

Collingwood tells us that Vico was the first person to recognize
that it is possible to uncover facts which 'authorities' don't give us.
In Collingwood's language, Vico was the first person to recognize that
critical history was still a form of scissors-and-paste history. Accord-
ing to Vico, the historian can 'read between the lines', or, in other
words, compel his 'sources' to answer questions that were not raised in
his 'sources'.27 Vico claimed that the historian must attempt to find
out what a statement contained in a source 'means'. And for Vico, ''this
is not equivalent to the question 'What did the person who made it mean
by it?', although that is doubtless a question that the historian must
ask, and must be able to answer" (IH, 275).28 Collingwood adds approv-
ingly:

It is equivalent, rather, to the question 'What light is thrown

on the subject in which I am interested by the fact that this

person made this statement, meaning by it what he did mean?'

This might be expressed by saying that the scientific historian

does not treat statements as statements but as evidence: not

as true or false accounts of the facts of which they profess

to be accounts, but as other facts which, if he knows the right

queitions to ask about them, may throw light on those facts (IH,
275).

27. But with Vico there is still a trace of critical history in the
sense of treating some witnesses as authorities. But as far as
'reading between the lines' is concermed, Vico broke away from
critical history.

28. The question of what the person meant by the statement is still an
important question for the historian. Although Collingwood does
not deal with this question in '"Historical Evidence', he will deal
with this question in '"History As Re-enactment Of Past Experience'.
And it should be noted that Collingwood had already touched on
this problem in "Human Nature And Human History', not to mention
isolated occurrences even earlier.
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For example, Vico pointed out that false statements in sources can still
throw light on the historian's present problems. In other words, Vico
claimed, and Collingwood agrees with this assessment, that false state-
ments are by no means worthless as historical evidence. Following Vico,
Collingwood says: "[I]f in some source you found a statement which for
some reason could not be accepted as literally true, you must not on that
account reject it as worthless. It might be a way, perhaps a well-
established way according to the custom of the time when it was written,
of saying something which you, through ignorarce of that custom, did not
recognize as its meaning" (IH, 259). So by the term 'meaning' in this
text, Collingwood is not saying that the historian is to uncover the
meaning of the words in the statement. Rather, the historian is to ask
the question: 'Why did the author make this statement?' And to uncover
the "meaning'" of a statement in this sense, the historian must be autono-
mous.

For Collingwood, the scientific historian is a ''detective'.
Collingwood is thus led to a discussion of the similarities between a
scientific historian's work and a criminal detective's work. This dis-
cussion is found in a section of "Historical Evidence' entitled '"Who
killed John Doe?" Collingwood constructs a detective story in order to
highlight those areas where the scientific historian's work and the
criminal detective's work are identical. But, he is quick to point
out that the "methods of criminal detection are not at every point iden-
tical with those of scientific history, because their ultimate purpose
is not the same" (IH, 268). However, so long as one recognizes that

the methods of criminal detection and scientific history are not at
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every point identical, "'the analogy between legal methods and historical
methods is of some value for the understanding of history; of sufficient
value, I think, to justify my having put before the reader in outline
[a]...sample of a literary genre which in the absence of any such motive
it would, of course, be beneath his dignity to notice'" (IH, 268).

Collingwood begins his detective story by saying: 'When John Doe
was found, early one Sunday morning, lying across his desk with a dagger
through his back, no one expected that the question who di& it would be
settled by means of testimony'" (IH, 266). In the very first sentence of
this story, Collingwood is pointing out an important similarity between
the scientific historian's work and the criminal detective's work, and
that is that testimony as testimony cannot solve the problem about what
actually happened in the past. In all scientific thinking, there are no
authorities, only evidence or 'sources'. And the criminal detective,
like the scientific historian, must put his sources 'to the question'.
The methodology of scissors-and-paste is inadequate because if the
scissors-and-paste detective or historian is faced with conflicting testi-
mony, he is simply 'lost'. It is for this reason that a scientist must
always treat testimony as possible evidence, and not as containing ready-
made facts.

The scientific detective, like the scientific historian, cannot
come to his evidence or sources in a receptive manner. A scientist
"cannot be simply a tranquil mirror reflecting what that evidence tells
him; until he has exerted himself and laboured to interpret it, it tells
him nothing,..." (IH, 137). Collingwood rejects the view "that when we

have made our minds a perfect blank we shall 'apprehend the facts'' (IH,
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274). And so, we could say that Collingwood rejects the principle of the
'blank mind'. For Collingwood, the scientist must come to his sources
with a question in mind. Both the scientific detective and the scientific
historian must 'torture' the statements in his sources by the use of ques-
tions. All 'authorities' must be placed in a witness-box and cross-
examined until the scientist discovers what he wants to know. And by
cross-examining the 'authoritieé', the scientist can extort from them
"information which in their original statements they have withheld, either
because they did not wish to give it or because they did not possess it"
(IH, 237). So, the scientific detective, like the scientific historian,
is not limited to the statements made by 'authorities', as was the case

in the methodology of scissors-and-paste. The scientist can always ask
questions about what is not in a source. The scientific detective and
historian, then, can uncover facts on his own by 'reading between the
lines' or reading between statements.

We find the questioning activity in all scientific work. And no
scientist will ask the same questions all the time. In Collingwood's
detective story, the detective will not ''go on asking the same question
all the time, 'Who killed John Doe?'' (IH, 273). Rather, '[h]e asks a
new question every time" (IH, 273). And the scientific detective, like
the scientific historian, knows what questions to ask. But, although
a scientist must ask his questions in an orderly and methodical manner,
there is no ''catalogue of all the questions that have to be asked". The
scientist must answer one question before he knows what is the next logical
question. And he will not know the next logical question unless he is

aware of the presuppositions that logically give rise to his questions.
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In all scientific work, then, questions "must be asked in the right
order", as was recognized by Socrates, Bacon and Descartes, ''the three
masters of the Logic of Questioning' (IH, 273). And although a scienti-
fic detective and historian have their own specific questions and their
own specific order for those questions, depending on the 'case', it is
still the case that both of these scientists use the logic of question
and answer.

For both the scientific detective and historian, question and
evidence are "correlative" (IH, 281). That is, one cannot divorce ques-
tions from evidence, as the defenders of propositional logic might claim.
"Nothing is evidence except in relation to some definite question' (IH,
281). And by 'relation' here, Collingwood means a logical relation.

The scientific detective, like the scientific historian, cannot select
ready-made evidence. Rather, they can only select the problems that they
wish to solve. And so, what the scientist does select is his problems.
Now, presuppositions are even more fundamental in a logical sense than
problems. And so, nothing is evidence that is not logically related to
presuppositions. Presuppositions and evidence, then, are also correla-
tive.

Anything can be used as evidence, for the scientist. Both the
scientific detective and historian can use written and unwritten sources.
Evidence may be a "written-page', a ''spoken utterance, this building,

this finger-print" (IH, 247). Anything, then, for Collingwood, is evidence
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which enables the scientist to answer his questions.29 Collingwood adds
that the scientist will avoid asking pseudo-questions. A pseudo-question
is a 'question' that the scientist does not think that he can or will be
be able to answer. On the other hand: 'A sensible auestion (the only
kind of question that a scientifically competent man will ask) is a ques-
tion which you think you have or are going to have evidence for answering"
(14, 281). This is not to say that if at one stage in the inquiry a ques-
tion is regarded as a pseudo-question, that this question will always
remain a pseudo-question. At a later stage in the inquiry a scientist
may no longer regard this question as a pseudo-question. So, for Colling-
wood, there are no pseudo-questions in the strong sense. One can only
talk of pseudo-questions in relation to the present state of knowledge
(EM, 26). Collingwood, then, is not ruling out the possibility that a
pseudo-question may later become a legitimate question and that new
evidence will be sought. And if this did happen, the scientific detec-
tive or historian may be logically forced to re-open a 'case'.

The scientific detective and historian will attempt to attain
Cause 1 or rational explanations. And both of these scientists will look
for evidence that refers to the thought-side of the event.30 Since, as
we have seen in an earlier chapter, cause in Sense I is an absolute pre-

supposition, this presupposition will logically regulate the kind of

29. There is no ready-made criterion independent of the scientist's work
that places a limit on what he can use as evidence. The scientific
detective's and historian's search for the truth depends on nothing
more than their willingness to proceed in strict accordance with the
rules of scientific thinking which includes the important notion of
autonomy.

30. Collingwood's entire 'John Doe' story can be seen as an attempt at
a Cause I explanation.
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evidence that the scientific detective or historian is looking for. This
is not to say that the outside of the event (i.e. external behaviour) is
unimportant. In Collingwood's detective story, for example, someone has
to plunge a knife into John Doe before the detective starts searching

(or penetrating) for the motive that the 'murderer' had. As Collingwood
has already told us, an action is the unity of the inside and outside of
an event. And, since the scientist is also concerned about the outside of
the event, generalizations (i.e. the generalizations of natural science)
can be of use for the detective, just as they are for the historian. But,
the detective, like the historian, can never stop with generalizations
about the outside of the event when he is attempting to provide a Cause

I explanation. Even if one explained the outside of the event, one would
only have attained a Cause III explanation. The detective, like the
historian, then, must penetrate the external behaviour and attempt to
uncover the inside of the event. It should also be pointed out that with
Cause I explanations, value judgements are necessary, as Collingwood tells
us not only in '"Historical Evidence' but in An Essay on Metaphysics and

his unpublished manuscript entitled ''Can Historians be Impartial".31

This is the case because Cause I explanations are 'tied up' with the
notion of responsibility (EM, 291). As Collingwood puts it in ''Can
Historians be Impartial'': 'Judgments of value are nothing but the ways

in which we apprehend the thought which is the inner side of human

31. See An Essay on Metaphysics, p. 291 and '"'Can Historians be Impartial'',
1936, p.12.
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action".32

Both the scientific detective and historian must imagine the
past. For one thing, the scientist will have to interpolate between
the statements of others, that he does accept after critical reflection,
by offering other statements of his own devising. But this is not to say
that the scientist is just offering us a fanciful account of the past.
The search for what actually happened has not been given up. 'What
actually happened' is still an important regulative idea for both of
these scientists. For both the scientific detective and historian, there
is only one 'grid'. And all of the facts must consistently fit on to
this one 'grid'. This is not to say that there will be no stresses and
strains in the scientist's working out of his account of the past. The
scientific detective and historian will continually be faced with pos-
sible counter-examples or counter-evidence when he attempts to construct
the past. But a consistent account of the past has not been given up as
a goal for either of these scientists. As we see it, one reason that

Collingwood compares the scientific detective's work with the scientific

32. R.G. Collingwood, "Can Historians be Impartial" (unpublished manu-
scrlyt), 1936,p. 12. Van Der Dussen has pointed out that Colling-
wood's position concerning value judgements is not altogether con-
sistent. See W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 426.

We agree with Van Der Dussen's assessment but only up to 1936. Our
clalm is that from the new turn in Collingwood's thought in the mid-
1930's until the end of his life, Collingwood was consistent on the
point that historians must make value judgements when they are
attempting to attain a Cause I explanation. Collingwood was rather
ambiguous about the issue of value judgements until he worked out
the differences between a Cause I and Cause III explanation. From
the mid-1930's untll the end of his life, he realized that value
judgements were 'tied up' with the notion of cause in Sense I. This
evidence appears to add welght to our claim that there is indeed a
new turn in Collingwood's thought in the mid-1930's.
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historian's work is to emphasize that the important notion of 'what actu-
ally happened' has not been given up.

When Collingwood says that the scientific detective and historian
attempt to discover what actually happened, he does not want us to con-
fuse this claim with a positivistic analysis of ‘'what actually happened'.
This is the reason that Collingwood criticizes Ranke's analysis of "‘what
actually happened'" (A, 72). Positivists, like Ranke, think that their
evidence contains bare facts which gives them direct access to the past.
In other words, positivists think that they are in possession of ready-
made facts which directly refer to the past as a thing in itself. Now,
according to Collingwood's analysis, the scientist comes to know the
past, not immediately, but through the asking of questions which points
him towards evidence. Collingwood states: ''The beginning of historical
research is...not the collection or contemplation of crude facts as yet
uninterpreted, but the asking of a question which sets one off looking
for facts which may help one to answer it" (PH, 137). For Collingwood,
the positivist's notion that the historian directly apprehends the past
is ruled out as entirely inapplicable to history. And, according to
Collingwood, if one accepts a positivistic analysis of 'what actually
happened', one will be plunged into scepticism because, as Collingwood
sees it, one does not have any ready-made facts to use as a logico-
regulative starting-point. We must emphasize that Collingwood is not
rejecting the notion of 'what actually happened' when he attacks Ranke.
'What actually happened' is still an important regulative idea for

Collingwood. So all that Collingwood is rejecting is Ranke's positivistic
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analysis of 'what actually happened'.33

Collingwood distinguishes between two senses of the phrase 'what
actually happened'. Let us call the past as a thing in itself, Sense I
of the phrase 'what actually happened'. Collingwood tells us that the
ultimate goal for the historian is to apprehend the past as a thing in
itself. He states: '[I]t is the historian's business...to apprehend
the past as a thing in itself, to say for example that so many years ago
such-and-such events actually happened" (IH, 3). What we have called
Sense I of the phrase 'what actually happened' is found not only in

The Idea Of History, but is also found in Roman Britain (RB, 35, 194,

214). 1t is clear that Sense I of this phrase is an important regulative
idea for Collingwood.34 Now, if an historian ever attained an adequate

account of the past as a thing in itself, this historian would have

35

attained truth in Sense I. But, whether or not an historian will ever

33. We have already seen that Collingwood rejects the scissors-and-paste
historian's analysis of 'what actually happened'.

34. In this paragraph and in the preceding paragraph we are implicitly
critici21ng Lionel Rubinoff. Rubinoff has claimed that Collingwood
rejected ""the past as a thing in itself'". See L. Rubinoff, Reform
of Metaphysics, p. 296. As we have just seen, Collingwood eprlc tly
says that the historian's goal is to apprehend the past as a thing
in itself (IH, 3). It may be the case that Rubinoff was misled on
this point as the result of Collingwood's attack on Ranke. But, as
we have attempted to show, Collingwood only rejected Ranke's p051t1-
vistic analysis of 'what actually happened'. Collingwood did not
want to abandon the whole notion of 'what actually happened' And
as we see it, this was Colllngwood s whole point in comparing history
with crlmlnal de*ectlon, a point which Rubinoff apparently overlooks.
With Rubinoff's interpretation, he is left with what we will call
Sense II of the phrase 'what actually happened'. But, as we will
soon see, if one only has Sense II of the phrase what actually
happened', one will be plunged into scepticism.

35. We flnd)Sense I of the term 'truth' used in Roman Britain (RB, v,
70, 174
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attain an adequate account of the past as a thing in itself is an open
question. Sense I of the phrase 'what actually happened' must be dis-
tinguished from 'what actually happened' in the sense of what the evi-
dence here and now obliges us to believe. Let us call this other sense
of the phrase 'what actually happened', Sense II. Sense II of this
phrase is nothing other than what appears to have happened in the past,
given the evidence here and now. And this sense of the phrase 'what
actually happened' corresponds to Sense II of the term 'truth'. With
Sense II of the term 'truth', a question-and-answer complex is true if
that question-and-answer complex is beyond reasonable doubt, given the
evidence here and now. Sense II of the term 'truth' is arrived at in
history when an historian can show that his view of 'what actually
happened' is the one which is supported by the evidence after being
thoroughly examined.

It is Sense II of the term 'truth' that Collingwood is using
when he says that St. Augustine, Tillemont, Gibbon and Mommsen asserted
true question-and-answer complexes, given their evidence (IH, xii).36
And it is Sense II of the term 'truth' that Collingwood is using when
he says: "[T]he historian's picture stands in a peculiar relation to
something called'evidence. The only way in which the historian or any

one else can judge, even tentatively, of its truth is by considering

36. For some background information concerning the St. Augustine passage,
see W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 394. Our claim is
that this passage should be interpreted in the light of the logic of
question and answer and not in terms of a radical historicist frame-
work as Knox has suggested. See T.M. Knox, The Idea Of History, p.
xii. Knox emphasizes this passage (which is not contained in a manu-
script) because he thinks that it supports his interpretation.
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this relation; and, in practice, what we mean by asking whether an his-
torical statement is true is whether it can be justified by an appeal to
the evidence:..." (IH, 246). Sense II of the term 'truth' is a tentative
truth. And the historian who asserts '"tentatively' true question-and-
answer complexes wins the game. Collingwood states:

The game is won not by the player who can reconstitute what

really happened, but by the player who can show that his

view of what happened is the one which the evidence accessible

to all players, when criticised up to the hilt, supports.

Suppose a given view is in fact the correct one, and suppose

(granted it were possible) that all the extant evidence,

interpreted with the maximum degree of skill, led to a differ-

ent view, no evidence supporting the correct view: in that

case the holder of the correct view would lose the game, the

holder of the other view win it. Not only is this rule

accepted by every player of the game without protest or ques-

tion, but anyone can see it is reasonable. For there is no

way of knowing what view is 'correct', except by finding

what the evidence, critically interpreted proves (LHK, 97-98).
For Collingwood, the ''game" of history can only be played with "evidence'.
As Collingwood sees it, the historian who wins the game may not have dis-
covered the past as a thing in itself. That is, the historian who wins
the game may not hold the correct view (i.e. what we have called truth
in Sense I). All Collingwood means when he says that a particular his-
torian has won the game is that this historian's view of the past is best
supported by the evidence. That is, this historian holds the '"'correct'"
view (i.e. what we have called truth in Sense II) given the evidence here
and now which has been thoroughly examined. And as Collingwood says,
even if some one knew the past as a thing in itself (granted it were
possible), but could not support his claim with evidence, he would still

lose the game of history. This is not to say that the ultimate goal of

the historian is not to discover the past as a thing in itself. As we
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have already seen, Collingwood explicitly says that the historian's busi-
ness is to discover the past as a thing in itself. Collingwood's point
is that the historian does not know in the strong sense if he has appre-
hended the past as a thing in itself.37
All the scientific historian can do is offer hypotheses about the
past and then critically evaluate these hypotheses. In other words, all
the scientific historian can do is offer "interim reports", which are
based on the evidence here and now, and then critically examine these

interim reports. And this is exactly what Collingwood admits that he is

doing himself in Roman Britain (RB, 16, 40, 107, 153, 188). In his Auto-

biography he says that future historians will have to reckon with the
questions he has raised, and either accept his answers or produce better
ones (A, 131). For Collingwood, the scientific historian does not claim
to have the final answer. A scientific historian speaking to other
scientific historians, Collingwood says, ''speaks on the basis of an
assumed agreement on this point, and is able to speak as if he thought
his own views wholly adequate to the facts: he does not perpetually
qualify his statement with 'in my opinion,' 'probably,' 'so far as the

available evidence goes,' just because a qualification of this kind is

37. We also find Collingwood's 'game' metaphor in An Essay on Metaphysics,
but this time in a reference to the natural sciences. He tells us
that ''to the mere spectator, there seems to be evidence that the
'mechanists' are winning'' over the "'vitalists'" in the biological
sciences today (EM, 255%. But for Collingwood, this is not to say
that the '"'mechanists'" will necessarily continue to 'lead' in the
game. The evidence in the future may suggest that the mechanists

are no longer "winning" the game. For Collingwood, then, natural
science must be rewritten, just as history is rewritten. See The
Idea Of Nature. And, for Collingwood, it is an open question whether
or not the natural scientist will ever reach truth in Sense I.
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assumed as a standing order in all historical thinking' (NAPH, 43). And
Collingwood is insistent on the point that this doctrine is not scepticism,
"for scepticism implies that no one opinion is preferable to any other;
and it is certainly possible to choose between different historical
views,..." (NAPH, 43). For him, the scientific historian can still choose,
on the basis of evidence, to accept one historical view over another.
According to Collingwood, although the scientific historian does not
claim to have the final answer, he is not plunged into scepticism. The
scientific historian still accepts the regulative idea of a final answer
(i.e. the past as a thing in itself) and is actively pursuing this final
answer. And with this regulative idea of a final answer, he can con-
sistently argue that he thinks that a particular historical view is a
better approximation to this final answer than another historical view.38
Let us turn now to the second section of Chapter VI. In this
section we will point out our agreements and disagreements with Colling-
wood's commentators in regard. to issues arising out of our first section.

Our examination of other commentators will make our interpretation clearer.

II

In the second section we will make two major claims that arise out

38. It could be argued that Collingwood holds a correspondence theory
of truth (i.e. Sense I of the term 'truth') and a coherence theory
of knowledge (which refers to Sense II of the term 'truth'). But
'correspondence’ and 'coherence' are not to be understood in terms
of propositional logic. In the case of history, a question and
answer complex would be true in an ultimate sense if that complex
referred to the past as a thing in itself. And a question and
answer complex would be true in Sense II if it is coherent with the
present state of knowledge.
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of the first section of Chapter VI. The -two major claims of this chapter
are as follows: (1) no commentator has yet recognized the logical con-
nection between absolute presuppositions and the problem of historical
evidence and (2) Collingwood's doctrine of absolute presuppositions throws
direct light on "Historical Evidence" and that the new turn in Colling-
wood's philosophy of history in 1935-1936 is evident in this paper.

Let us turn now to the first major claim of this chapter: no
commentator has yet recognized the logical connection between absolute
presuppositions and the problem of historical evidence. As we see it,
there are at least four reasons to account for this fact. One reason
that accounts for this fact is that some commentators offer a question-
able interpretation of the status of absolute presuppositions. As we
have seen earlier, T.M. Knox holds the view that absolute presuppositions
are psychological entities and that these psychological entities are not
an integral part of the logic of question and answer. With this inter-
pretation, Knox is prevented from claiming that there is a logical con-
nection between absolute presuppositions and evidence, including his-
torical evidence. In the first section of this chapter we have seen,
for example, that Greco-Medieval historians were dominated by teleological
absolute presuppositions which placed limits on the types of questions
that could be asked and the types of evidence that could be accepted.
Greco-Medieval historians asked teleological questions which set them
off looking for teleological evidence. And the evidence that was deemed

to be genuine evidence just reinforced and legitimized the presuppositions
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held and the questions asked.39 It is our claim that once we regard
absolute presuppositions both as logico-regulative entities and as being
an integral part of the logic of question and answer, that we will see
that absolute presuppositions logically determine what is considered to
be evidence. And, as we see it, this was the primary reason that Colling-
wood rejected the notion of ready-made evidence. It is our contention
that Collingwood not only saw evidence as question-laden, but in addi-
tion saw evidence as more fundamentally presupposition-laden.

In addition to Knox, Alan Donagan misinterprets the status of
absolute presuppositions. As we pointed out earlier, Donagan misinter-
prets Collingwood's doctrine of absolute presuppositions in the same

way that Gilbert Ryle did in 1935.%0

In addition, Donagan does not think
that absolute presuppositions underlie history. Donagan's claim that
absolute presuppositions are empirical propositions and his claim that
absolute presuppositions only underlie natural science prevents him from
seeing the logical connection between absolute presuppositions and his-
torical evidence. In fact, since Donagan holds the view that absolute
presuppositions are empirical propositions, he is prevented from claiming
that there is even a logico-regulative relationship of absolute presup-

positions to evidence in natural science. As we have attempted to

demonstrate in the first section of this chapter, absolute presuppositions,

39. However, this is not to say that there were no stresses and strains
in the Greco-Medieval 'concsptual system'. And these stresses and
strains can also give rise to conflicting evidence. See also An
Essay on Metaphysics, pp. 193-194.

40. In one sense, Donagan's work on Collingwood can be seen as an

expanded ''"'Collingwood-Ryle Correspondence''.
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for Collingwood, are logically prior to all evidence. As we have seen,
Collingwood thinks that absolute presuppositions are not based on evi-
dence, but rather are read into the evidence. Donagan fails to see

that absolute presuppositions are foundational concepts and not the re-
sult of an empirical study. And so, given our analysis, Donagan has con-
fused the logical status of absolute presuppositions with the logical
status of empirical propositions. Our interpretation, unlike Donagan's,
appears to be consistent with Collingwood's claim that there is no ready-
made evidence that we could use to justify an absolute presupposition (EM,
33). For Collingwood, there is no ready-made evidence that could be used
to legitimize an absolute presupposition because it is our absolute pre-
suppositions that have already logically determined what we consider to
be evidence. Donagan does say that no two historians work with the same
evidence41, but he doesn't recognize the primary reason which led
Collingwood to this view.

Another reason that accounts for the failure by Collingwood's
commentators to recognize the logical connection between absolute pre-
suppositions and historical evidence is the widespread acceptance of
the late development thesis. The defenders of the late development
thesis, including Knox, Donagan, Mink and Skagestad, claim that the

doctrine of absolute presuppositions grew out of Collingwood's intensive

41. A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 211.
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study of history in 1935-1936.%2

It is the acceptance of the late
development thesis that prevents many commentators from interpreting

The Idea Of History in terms of the theory of absolute presuppositions.

The defenders of the late development thesis do not recognize that when

Collingwood uses the term 'metaphysics' in The Idea of History, he now

means 'the science which studies absolute presuppositions'. For example,

in The Idea Of History, he says that Greco-Roman historiography was ''con-

structed on a framework of substantialistic metaphysical principles which

influence its every detail" (IH, 43). Given our analysis in our opening

42. (i) Some commentators overlook the logical connection between
absolute presuppositions and historical evidence for more than one
reason.

(ii) As mentioned earlier, most commentators just follow Knox in
accepting the late development thesis. It will be recalled that
Knox was not in possession of all of Collingwood's unpublished manu-
scripts when he edited The Idea Of History and The Idea of Nature.
Most importantly for this thesis, Knox was not in possession of
Collingwood's manuscripts on metaphysics that date back to the

early 1930's which seem to provide conclusive proof that Collingwood
was working on his theory of absolute presuppositions in this 'period'.
Knox did see some of these 'metaphysical' manuscripts (although he
apparently didn't read them), but was of the opinion that Colling-
wood destroyed these manuscri?ts. See W.J. Van Der Dussen, History
As A Science, p. 192. These 'metaphysical' manuscripts from the
early 1930"s, however, have survived. It is our contention that if
these 'metaphysical' manuscripts had been available to Knox then the
development of Collingwoodian scholarship would have taken a signi-
ficantly different direction. It should also be noted that by the
late 1930's Knox had moved on to St. Andrews. Knox was no longer

in direct contact with Collingwood. As we see it, this fact partially
accounts for Knox's misinterpretation of Collingwood's theory of
metaphysics in An Essay on Metaphysics. It is our contention that
if Knox had still been in direct contact with Collingwood when An
Essay on Metaphysics was published, and had discussed its contents,
that Knox would not have attempted to defend the radical conversion
hypothesis or the irrationalist thesis in his interpretation of
Collingwood. Given our contention, this is another area where the
development of Collingwoodian scholarship would have taken a signi-
ficantly different direction.
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chapter as to the 'period' that Collingwood developed his theory of
absolute presuppositions, these "metaphysical principles' are to be

understood as absolute presuppositions. In fact, in The Idea Of History,

he speaks of "metaphysical hypotheses' or "metaphysical presuppositions"
which are regarded in a "dogmatic and absolute' mamner (IH, 75, 85).
And so, given our analysis in our opening chapter and in this chapter,
when Collingwood says in his "metaphysical epilegomena' to The Idea Of
History that there is a relationship between metaphysics and historical
evidence, we should understand Collingwood as saying that there is a
logical connection between absolute presuppositions and historical
evidence.

Another reason that accounts for the failure among Collingwood's
commentators to recognize this logical connection is that a number of

comnentators interpret The Idea Of History as though it were self-

contained in such a way that The Idea Of History, including "Historical

Evidence', can be fully understood independently of the doctrine of

absolute presuppositions. The commentators who treat The Idea Of History

as though it were self-contained include William Dray, Leon Goldstein,
Rex Martin, Alan Donagan, Peter Skagestad and W.J. Van Der Dussen. With
Dray, Goldstein and Martin we cannot say that they are prevented from
seeing the logical connection between absolute presuppositions and his-
torical evidence because they hold the late development thesis. This is
the case because all three of these commentators do not take a stand on
the question of when Collingwood developed his theory of absolute presup-
positions. Dray, Goldstein and Martin are largely concerned with The

Idea Of History alone and do not interpret this work in terms of the
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continuity of Collingwood's thought. In fact, while they are discussing

The Idea Of History, all three of these commentators are mainly concerned

with the problem of historical explanation, which includes the notion of
re-enactment, and say very little about the problem of historical evidence.
This is not to say that their studies are not valuable. Many of the
claims offered by all three of these commentators are quite compatible
with this thesis. All we are saying is that these commentators have
overlooked an important component in Collingwood's thought that is pre-

sented in The Idea Of History. As regards Van Der Dussen, he has taken

a stand on the question of when Collingwood developed his theory of
absolute presuppositions. As we have seen earlier, Van Der Dussen, as
the result of his study of Collingwood's unpublished manuscripts, has
traced the theory of absolu£e presuppositions back to 1934. But Van

Der Dussen, like Dray, Goldstein and Martin, sees no relationship at all
between absolute presuppositions and history, although he does say, as
we have seen earlier, that there may be such a relationship. Van Der
Dussen holds the implicit view that this work can be understood inde-
pendently of the theory of absolute presuppositions and as a result over-
looks, as we see it, an important component of Collingwood's later
philosophy of history.43 With Donagan and Skagestad, both take a stand
on the question of when Collingwood developed his theory of absolute
presuppositions, and they both hold an explicit view on the question of

whether or not The Idea Of History is self-contained. As we have seen

43. Van Der Dussen does discuss "Historical Evidence', but there is no
mention of the theory of absolute presuppositions. See W.J. Van
Der Dussen, History As A Science, pp. 292-295.
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earlier, both Donagan and Skagestad hold the late development thesis.
However, Donagan and Skagestad disagree on the reason for treating this
work as though it were self-contained. As regards Donagan's position,
he thinks that absolute presuppositions only underlie natural science.
As regards Skagestad's position, he thinks that the theory of absolute
presuppositions is meant to be a theory of historical explanation and
that this theory is a completely different theory of historical explana-

tion from that offered in The Idea Of History. With this interpretation,

Skagestad is prevented from seeing the logical connection between the
theory of absolute presuppositions and the discussion of historical evi-

dence in The Idea Of History. As we see it, An Essay on Metaphysics is

an attempt at a more fundamental analysis of scientific thinking than is

offered in The Idea Of History. The analysis in An Essay on Metaphysics

throws additional light on The Idea Of History when Collingwood is dis-

cussing scientific thinking and especially the most fundamental level of
scientific thinking. So, with our view, unlike Skagestad's view, the

analysis in The Idea Of History camnot be separated from the analysis in

An Essay on Metaphysics.

There is at least one other reason that accounts for the failure

to recognize this logical connection. Some commentators approach The

1]

Idea Of History in an 'a priori' fashion by interpreting this work in

terms of one or more of Collingwood's other writings. Lionel Rubinoff
and Louis Mink are examples of commentators who fall into this camp. With

Rubinoff's Hegelian reading of The Idea Of History, we are reminded of

Collingwood's dictum that 'what you are not looking for, you do not see'.

Once again, we are not claiming that Rubinoff's study is not a valuable
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study. All we are claiming is that there is an aspect of Collingwood's
thought that Rubinoff has overlooked. Since the doctrine of absolute

presuppositions is not found before or even in Speculum Mentis, if our

analysis is correct, Rubinoff misses the logical connection between abso-
lute presuppositions and historical evidence by interpreting The Idea Of

History in terms of Speculum Mentis. As regards Mink's position, he says

that The Idea Of History is to be interpreted in terms of the relevant

ideas of The Principles of Art and The New Leviathan. And in regard to

the subject of this chapter, Mink's interpretative framework prevents him
from seeing the logical connection between absolute presuppositions and
historical evidence. Since the doctrine of absolute presuppositions is

not mentioned in either The Principles of Art or The New Leviathan, Mink

overlooks this logical conmnection by interpreting The Idea Of History in

terms of his interpretative framework. In fact, one could easily argue

that Mink has a problem of chronology by approaching The Idea Of History

in terms of his interpretative framework. In addition, Mink has claimed
that the '"''a priori' imagination' is an early formulation of the doctrine
of absolute presuppositions, a view which we have rejected in the previocus
chapter, and this claim also partially accounts for Mink's failure to
recognize the relationship between absolute presuppositions and histori-
cal evidence. This is the case because there is no mention of the "'a
priori' imagination'" in Collingwood's paper entitled '"Historical Evidence'.

Let us turn to the second major claim of this chapter: Colling-
wood's doctrine of absolute presuppositions throws direct light on

"Historical Evidence' and that the new turn in Collingwood's philosophy
of history in 1935-1936 is evident in this paper. In the first section
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of this chapter we examined Collingwood's unpublished manuscript on the
philosophy of social science entitled "The Historical Method" (1936-1937).
In this manuscript Collingwood says that absolute presuppositions are
read into the evidence. Collingwood adds that it is very important not
to confuse the logical status of absolute presumpositions with the logical
status of empirical evidence. Absolute presuppositions are logically
prior in an 'a priori' fashion to evidence, and that what is considered
to be evidence depends on the scientists' absolute presuppositions. The
defenders of the late development thesis cannot account for these remarks
in Collingwood's unpublished manuscript of 1936-1937. This is the case
because these remarks are inconsistent with the claim that Collingwood
did not develop his theory of absolute presuppositions until An Auto-

biography and An Essay on Metaphysics. Our claim is that Collingwood

developed his theory of absolute presuppositions in the early 1930's,
worked out the relationship of absolute presuppositions to historical

evidence in The Idea Of History44, and then in 1936-1937 turned to the

relationship between absolute presuppositions and evidence in the social
sciences. In the unpublished manuscripts on the philosophy of social
sciences (1936-1937), Collingwood was applying his historical methodology
that he had worked out in 1935-1936 to the social sciences. And our
claim is that the specific methodology that Collingwood argues for cannot
be accounted for unless Collingwood had already thought in 1935-1936

that there was a relationship between absolute presuppositions and evidence.

44. The unpublished manuscripts show that Collingwood did not work on
the philosophy of history from 1933 to 1934. Collingwood did not
resume the study of the philosophy of history until 1935.
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In the first section of this chapter we attempted to demonstrate
that Collingwood did see a logical connection between absolute presup-
positions and historical evidence in 1935-1936. We saw that the whole

of The Idea Of History can be seen partially as an attempt to show that

what is considered to be evidence has a history. In fact, the whole of

The Idea Of History can be seen partially as an examination of the logico-

regulative relationship of absolute presuppositions to historical evidence
over time. In this chapter we have discussed a number of examples of
where Collingwood says that history was rewritten as the result of new
metaphysical concepts being 'taken up' and new evidence sought.

In the next and last chapter we will turn to the problem of re-
thinking thoughts or re-enactment and continue our analysis of the new

turn in Collingwood's philosophy of history in and after 1935.



CHAPTER VII
HISTORY AS RE-ENACTMENT OF PAST EXPERIENCE

In the first section of this chapter we will examine the rela-
tionship between the theory of absolute presuppositions and the problem
of re-thinking thoughts or re-enactment. A number of commentators,
including E.M.F. Tomlin, Lionel Rubinoff, Louis Mink, Michael Krausz and
M.H. Nielsen, have made suggestive claims as to the relationship between
absolute presuppositions and re-thinking thoughts. But no commentator
has systematically worked out this relationship. And no commentator has
yet claimed that there is a logical connection between the theory of
absolute presuppositions and the problem of re-thinking thoughts. As
we see it, although numerous commentators have examined Collingwood's
doctrine of re-thinking or re-enactment, the logical connection between
absolute presuppositions and re-thinking or re-enactment is an aspect
of Collingwood's thought that has been overlooked. In the second section
of this chapter we will suggest reasons that account for the failure to

recognize this logical connection.

-

In '"Human Nature And Human History" (1936) and "History As

342
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Re-enactment Of Past Experience"l, Collingwood was not discussing the
problem of re-thinking thoughts for the first time. Collingwood's
published and unpublished writings show that he returned to this problem
time and time again. It would be correct to say that the attempt to

solve this problem was really a lifetime occupation for Collingwood.

And it is interesting to note that Collingwood remarked in his Auto-
biography that the problem of re-thinking thoughts was the most difficult
problem in history that he ever dealt with (A, 112). As early as Religion
And Philosophy (1916), he tackled the problem of re-thinking thoughts.2

Collingwood also discussed the problem of re-thinking thoughts in '"Croce's
Philosophy of History" (1921).3 And we have already seen in our opening
chapter that Collingwood discussed this problem in ''Oswald Spengler and
the Theory of Historical Cycles' (1927). Collingwood also discussed the
problem of re-thinking thoughts in his Die Manuscript of 1928. Colling-

wood refers to this unpublished manuscript of 1928 in An Autobiography

(A, 107), and this manuscript is now available for consultation at Oxford.

1. "History As Re-enactment Of Past Experience' is drawn from the manu-
script of 1936 from which material for Parts I-IV of The Idea Of
Histo was also drawn. This paper is found in the "metaphysical
epilegomena' of the 1936 manuscript. Collingwood revised and com-
pleted this paper in 1939. Knox placed this paper in Part V of The
Idea Of History.

2. See Religion And Philosophy, pages 98-99, 101, 102, 103, 104, 106,
116-117/, 156, 161. Van Der Dussen appears to be mistaken when he
claims that Collingwood did not deal with the problem of re-thinking
thoughts until 1921. See W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As a Science,
p. 72. On this point we agree with Rubinoff that Collingwood dealt
with the problem of re-thinking thoughts as early as 1916. See L.
Rubinoff, Reform Of Metaphysics, p. 39-40.

3. R.G. Collingwood, '"'Croce's Philosophy of History'" in Essays, ed.,
Debbins, p. 15.
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In "Human Nature And Human History' (1936) and "History as Re-
enactment Of Past Experience', Collingwood's attempt to solve the problem
of re-thinking thoughts moved in a significantly new direction. It was
during this period that Collingwood recognized the relationship between
the theory of absolute presuppositions and the problem of re-thinking
thoughts. As we have just seen, Collingwood did discuss the problem of
re~-thinking thoughts prior to 1935, but prior to 1935 there is no mention
of the theory of absolute presuppositions in any of his discussions con-
cerning the problem of re-thinking thoughts, including the discussion on
re-thinking in the unpublished Die manuscript of 1928. As we see it, in

The Idea Of History Collingwood was led, as a result of his intensive

study of metaphysics in the early 1930's, to see the problem of re-thinking
thoughts in a new light. Collingwood's '"'interim report' in The Idea Of
History indicates that he is now of the opinion that re-thinking or re-
enactment cannot be divgrced from absolute presuppositions because abso-
lute presuppositions are an integral part of any question-and-answer
complex.

We have already seen in our opening chapter that Collingwood
developed his logic of question and answer as early as his World War I
'period'. But we did not find the doctrine of absolute presuppositions

in either Religion And Philosophy or ''Truth and Contradiction''. We also

found Collingwood's logic of question and answer later in Speculum Mentis

(1924), but once again we found no mention of the theory of absolute
presuppositions. In '"Oswald Spengler and the Theory of Historical Cycles"
(1927), we saw that the "fundamental idea" which dominated the thought

of every culture was 'tied up' with the logic of question and answer,
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and that if we wanted to re-think the thought of another culture, we had
to uncover this fundamental idea. But we offered reasons to support our
claim that this notion of a fundamental idea is not equivalent to the
theory of absolute presuppositions.4 Nor did we find the theory of
absolute presuppositions in "The Philosophy of History" (1930). In 1930
Collingwood still held the view that questions are context-laden, but
this context was only made up of previous thoughts which logically gave
rise to questions (PhH, 137). Given our analysis in our opening chapter,
absolute presuppositions did not make up part of the context that logic-
ally gave rise to questions until just prior to the writing of The Idea
Of History. And although there was a relationship between the problem
of re-thinking thoughts and the logic of question and answer prior to

The Idea Of History, there was no mention of a relationship between the

problem of re-thinking thoughts and the theory of absolute presuppositions.
As early as 1917 in the unpublished "Truth and Contradiction",

Collingwood claimed that the meaning of any statement could not be

divorced from its context. This claim runs through all of Collingwood's

writings and is reaffirmed in The Idea Of History, An Autobiography, and

An Essay on Metaphysics. For example, in An Autobiography he says that

"meaning'' does not belong ''to propositions in their own right, propositions

4. For one thing, with the theory of absolute presuppositions, a concep-
tual system does not rest on one foundational concept. On this par-
ticular point, Collingwood has returned in his later thought to the
position expounded in '"Ruskin's Philosophy' (1922). Although the
theory of absolute presuppositions is not found in 1922, in 1922
Collingwood claimed that a conceptual system rested on a '"ring of
principles'. And it will be recalled that in 1922 Collingwood was
saying that if we wanted to understand or re-think another man's
thought we had to uncover his ring of principles.
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by themselves;" it belongs ''only to propositions as the answers to
questions: each proposition answering a question strictly correlative
to itself" (A. 33). He adds:

[Y]ou cannot find out what a man means by simply studying
his spoken or written statements, even though he has spoken
or written with perfect command of language and perfectly
truthful intention. In order to find out his meaning you
must also know what the question was (a question in his own
mind, and presumed by him to be in yours) to which the thing
he has said or written was meant as an answer (A, 31).

Now just prior to the writing of The Idea Of History, Collingwood makes

an important qualification to the claim that the meaning of a statement
cannot be divorced from its context. At this point Collingwood claims
that the meaning of a statement cannot be divorced from the metaphysical
framework which is an integral part of the context (IH, 43). In The Idea
Of History he says that to understand the meaning of a statement one must
uncover the presuppositions, including the dogmatic and absolute meta-
physical presuppositions, that logically give rise to the question that
the statement was meant to answer (IH, 43, 75, 85). So, in The Idea Of
History it is also a metaphysical framework, made up of absolute presup-
positions, that colours the meaning of a statement. Collingwood was to

make this same point again in An Autobiography and An Essay on Metaphysics

(A, 65-67, EM, 40-41). It would not be accurate to claim that, for
Collingwood, only propositions in a context have meaning. For him, the
whole context has meaning. Just as it was more accurate to say that the
whole question-and-answer complex was true rather than just the answer
(A, 38), so it is more accurate to say that the whole question-and-answer

complex (including presuppositions) is meaningful, rather than just saying



347

5 .
that the answer has meaning.” In The Idea Of History, An Autobiography

and An Essay on Metaphysics Collingwood is continuing his archeology of

the mind. He is attempting to 'dig' deeper to a more fundamental level
of analysis, as he says the philosopher must do. As a result of this
attempt to dig deeper, he now thinks that all questions arise from pre-
suppositions, including metaphysical presuppositions, and that the mean-
ing of a context cannot be separated from this more fundamental level of
logical thinking. So, at this stage in Collingwood's intellectual career,
he is implicitly admitting that he did not dig deep enough with his
analysis of meaning in his earlier writings, including ''Truth and Contra-
diction'.

For Collingwood, the history of philosophical thought can only be
approached'through the logic of question and answer. Before we can uncover
the reason why a philosopher offered one particular solution to a problem
rather than another, we must uncover his presuppositions. The philosopher's
presuppositions will not only place limits on the kinds of solutions that
he can offer, but actually logically regulate the choosing of a solution.
By uncovering the presuppositions we will know what a solution to a problem
was and why the author chose that particular solution.6 We have here
another instance of Collingwood's view that what and why questions collapse

when we are studying mind-as-thought. What and why questions do not

5. For Collingwood, the Foundatlonal component of a particular context
has a metaphy31cal meanlng , and the other part of the context has
an empirical ' meanlng One cannot have metaphysical meaning or
empirical meaning w1thout the other.

6. Just 'understanding' the question will not be enough in order to
understand the meaning of a philosophical thought.
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collapse only with actions (i.e. narrow sense) but with all activities
at the mind-as-thought level. Whenever we uncover the meaning of a
philosophical thought, we will know not only what the philosopher
thought, but why he thought it. And we cannot know what the philosopher
thought without also knowing why he thought it.

For Collingwood, one understands the meaning of an action in the
same structural way as one understands the meaning of a philosophical

thought. In The Idea Of History he states:

The historian of philosophy, reading Plato, is trying to know
what Plato thought when he expressed himself in certain words.
The only way in which he can do this is by thinking it for
himself. This, in fact, is what we mean when we speak of
'understanding' the words. So the historian of politics

or warfare, presented with an account of certain actions done
by Julius Caesar, tries to understand these actions, that is,
to discover what thoughts in Caesar's mind determined him to
do them. This implies envisaging for himself the situation
in which Caesar stood, and thinking for himself what Caesar
thought about the §ituation and the possible ways of dealing
with it (IH, 215).

7. (i) Collingwood is not referring to a 'situation-in-itself'. On this
point we agree with William Dray that Karl Popper has misunderstood
Collingwood's re-enactment doctrine. See W. Dray, Perspectives on
History, p. 20. For Collingwood, we can speak of an objective logic
of the situation, but this logic refers to how the agent actually
envisaged the situation, and not to the situation-in-itself as Popper
claims. We will assume that Dray would accept this description of
Collingwood's position on this point. And it would appear as though
W.J. Van Der Dussen has also recognized this point. See W.J. Van
Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 245. But Van Der Dussen slips
when he says that, for Collingwood, bad weather itself can force a
man to turn back. See W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science,

p. 332. Van Der Dussen quotes Collingwood saying that "...bad weather
causes [a man] to return from an expedition" (EM, 290), and then claims
that Collingwood has contradicted himself because this sense of the
term 'cause' is not a human action. As we see it, this is not a new
sense of the term 'cause' as Van Der Dussen suggests. Collingwood is
still using the term 'cause' in Semse I in this example. For Colling-
wood, it is the man's conception of the bad weather that forces him
to turn back. It is not the bad weather itself that forces the man
(continued on p. 349)
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And if we wish to re-think or re-enact or reconstruct an action, we need
the context, just as we need the context in order to re-think a philo-
sophical thought. An action and a philosophical thought both have a
common structure, the logic of question and answer, and this logic allows
for intelligibility. Just as the philosopher is attempting to solve a
problem (IH, 283), so the historical agent is attempting to solve a
problem (A, 112). And just as there is a logical connection between pre-
suppositions and philosophical thoughts, so there is a logical connection
between presuppositions and purposes, aims, goals and perceived situations

(IH, 317; see also EM, 21).8

7. continued. to turn back. The agent in question could always think
that 'God' or 'nature' was testing him and continue his journey, no
matter how difficult, through the bad weather. As we see it, Colling-
wood's use of the term 'cause' in Sense I can handle the 'bad weather'
example. According to our view, there is no discrepency between
Collingwood's theory and practice on this point as Van Der Dussen
claims. We should also mention at this point that the agent's abso-
lute presuppositions will colour how the agent envisages his situa-
tion. This is a point that Dray and Van Der Dussen overlook.

(ii) To avoid a possible misunderstanding, we should mention that
the meaning of a thought, in the case of an action, is not fixed
before the act. As Collingwood says, the agent's 'policy is not
prior to his action in the sense of being fixed once for all before
his action begins; it develops as his action develops;..." (IH, 309).
And the agent’'s absolute presuppositions would place limits on how
the action develops, by which we mean that the agent's absolute pre-
suppositions will logically regulate the alternmatives that the agent
thinks are available to him. We should also mention at this point
that, for Collingwood, there are degrees of deliberation (IH, 227).
And if there is some degree of deliberation, a mind-as-thought explana-
tion (or what we have called a Cause I explanation) will be needed in
order to explain that element of the action (i.e. wide sense) that is
the result of deliberation. It should also be added at this point
that, for Collingwood, there are degrees of responsibility.

8. It will be recalled that presuppositions logically regulate the
historical agent's 'causa quod' and 'causa ut'. And the context
of an action would include both the 'causa quod' and the 'causa ut’.
It would also be correct to allow for an objective 'causa ut'.
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The problem of understanding, for Collingwood, is much wider
than that of just understanding a philosopher or historical agent. The
problem is one of understanding what anyone--past or present--thinks or
says or does (IH, 219). And, for Collingwood, this includes oneself
(IH, 219). To understand what anyone thinks or says or does, one must
penetrate the external behaviour or document in order to re-think a

thought.9

And the history of all thought can only be approached through
the logic of question and answer. For example, if we wish to understand
a Greek historian we will have to uncover his presuppositions, including
his metaphysical framework, that gave rise to the questions he attempted
to answer. And in the case of the Greek historian, we would have to
uncover his teleological and substantialistic absolute presuppositions
in order to understand the answers that he offered to his questions.10

To avoid a possible misunderstanding, we must stress that the
historian of thought cannot claim to understand a context-laden presup-
position, question, and answer in any final or strong sense. It is always
possible that the historian has made a mistake about the context. Colling-
wood states:

Over and over again, I would return to a familiar passage

whose meaning I thought I knew--had it not been expounded

by numerous learned commentators, and were they not more

or less agreed about it?--to find that, under this fresh

scrutiny, the old interpretation melted away and some quite
different meaning began to take form (A, 75§.

9. A document can also be seen as an '"outside''. See The Principles of
Art, p. 302.

10. (i) On uncovering what Collingwood calls the "metaphysical rubric",
see An Essay on Metaphysics, pp. 55, 68-69, 328,

(;i) For the logical connection between presuppositions and Greek
literature, see An Essay on Metaphysics, p. 208.
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According to Collingwood, the historian of philosophical thought does not
know in any final or strong sense that his 're-enactment' of a thought is
identical with the thought 're-enacted'. And for Collingwood, this is
also the case for historical actions, or for that matter anything that a
person--past or present--thinks or says or does. For him, there is no
such thing as a ready-made thought in the sense that the meaning of a
thought is a given. All accounts of what a person thinks or says or

does are open to critical scrutiny. As early as Religion and Philosophy

Collingwood made this point and in The Idea Of History, An Autobiography

and An Essay on Metaphysics we find him reaffirming this point. In

Religion and Philosophy it will be recalled that Collingwood claimed that

the "identity" of thoughts or "complete communication" is a regulative
ideal. And he added in his 1916 publication that although complete
communication between two thinkers has not been attained, and may never
be attained, complete communication is still "our constant aim" (RP,

98-99). In Religion and Philosophy Collingwood is claiming that there

are degrees of understanding and that the identity of thoughts is a
regulative ideal that the historian is striving for. Now in The Idea Of

History, An Autobiography and An Essay on Metaphysics, although he accepts

the position that there are degrees of understanding and that the identity
of thoughts is a regulative ideal, he makes a qualification to this posi-
tion which indicates that he now thinks that the problem of understanding
is even more complicated than was suggested in his earlier writings,

including Religion and Philosgphy.11 Just prior to the writing of the

11. See also The Principles of Art, pages 250-251, where Collingwood claims
that there are degrees of understanding. And partial understanding is

all that is needed for communication, although it would not be complete
communication.
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papers that make up The Idea Of History, Collingwood has arrived at the

conclusion that it is always possible that the historian may have been
mistaken about the metaphysical framework or constellation of absolute
presuppositions that along with other presuppositions gave rise to a
person's problems. Whenever an historian returns to a text or action it
is always possible that the old interpretation of the metaphysical frame-
work has "melted away'" and a new interpretation of the metaphysical frame-
work has begun to take form which colours the meaning of the whole context
in a new way.

For Collingwood, we will never have complete communication or
the re-thinking of an identical thought if we remain at the level of the
answer as the realists do (A, 30). In order to re-think a thought we
must always uncover the question, and we can only do this by uncovering
the presuppositions of the question. And it is only by logical analysis
that we will bring a question-and-answer complex to the light of con-

sciousness.13 As we see it, this is exactly what Collingwood is doing

12. We agree with Louis Mink that Collingwood is not referring to re-
thinking in the strong sense. Mink calls this interpretation the
"fictional" Collingwood. See L. Mink, Critical Essays, ed., M.
Krausz, p. 156. But we have added one argument to Mink's point.
And the argument is that it is always possible that an historian
may be mistaken about the metaphysical framework that colours the
context. If the historian is mistaken about the metaphysical frame-
work, he could not re-think the identical thought. It will be re-
called that Collingwood tells us in An Essay on Metaphysics that
one important job for the metaphysician is to check and see if
other metaphysicians have correctly uncovered the metaphysical
framework of their 'age'. With Collingwood's identity thesis, then,
he is not committed to what we could call the infallibility thesis
(i.e. misinterpretations are impossible).

13. It would be a misinterpretation to claim that, for Collingwood, we
can only uncover absolute presuppositions by logical analysis. See
An Essay on Metaphysics, p. 39.
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in The Idea Of History. In this work he is using logical analysis in

order to uncover all of the levels of a question-and-answer complex,

including the metaphysical level. And in An Essay on Metaphysics,

Collingwood carries on the task of uncovering absolute presuppositions

by the use of logical analysis.14 In fact, in An Essay on Metaphysics,

he says that previous metaphysicians were also using logical analysis
and not introspection or intuition in order to uncover absolute presup-

positions. This same view is expressed in The Idea Of History. For

example, Collingwood says that Kant uncovered the metaphysical framework
of the thought of his day by the use of analysis (IH, 229). As Colling-
wood sees it, understanding or re-thinking can only be accomplished
after a process of logical analysis.15 Understanding or re-thinking is
not the result of intuition in the sense of an immediate grasping of a

thought.16 The ultimate truth as to what someone thinks can ''be reached,

14, See for example the chapter entitled '"Causation In History'" in An Essa
on Metaphysics. It is also interesting to note that Collingwood is
using logical analysis when he distinguishes between three senses of
the term 'cause'. He says that when you ask what the term 'cause' means
you will get three different answers (EM, 288). And the three answers
are Sense I, II, and III of the term 'cause'. Sense I, II, and III of
the term 'cause', for Collingwood, are all absolute presuppositions.
When he says that all three senses of the term 'cause' are answers to
questions, he is not contradicting himself. Absolute presuppositions
can be answers to historical questions. For example, if we ask the
question 'What was one of Kant's absolute presuppositions?', we could
answer 'every event has a cause'.

15. We are not conflating re-enactment and logical analysis. Whereas re-
enactment is the goal for the historian, logical analysis is the method
that the historian uses in order to attain his goal.

16. On this point we agree with William Dray and Rex Martin. Dray attacks
Patrick Gardiner and W.B. Gallie when they claim that re-thinking is a
self-certifying intuition. See W. Dray, Perspectives on History, p. 21.
Rex Martin also attacks Patrick Gardiner, and in addition attacks W.H.
Walsh, for claiming that re-thinking is a self-certifying intuition.

See R. Martin, Historical Explanation, pp. 48, 49. Let us call the
interpretation that re-thinking is a self-certifying intuition the
intuitionist thesis.
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if at all, only by hard thinking,...and not by any kind of intellectual
intuition" (CNI, 171). It is only by "hard thinking'', and not by a self-
certifying intuition or self-explanatory intuition, that we can uncover
the levels of a question-and-answer complex.17
For Collingwood, understanding or re-thinking can only be accom-
plished by a piecemeal process of logical analysis.18 Although Colling-
wood says that we must start with the answer (A, 69-70) in our attempt
to re-think a thought, he is not suggesting that we start with a ready-
made answer in the sense that the answer is not open to interpretation.

According to Collingwood, we do not start with a ready-made answer and

then proceed to uncover the questions and presuppositions. Rather, for

17. 1t is also interesting to note that Collingwood's doctrine of stresses
and strains presents a problem for understanding. But this problem
is not necessarily insurmountable. For Collingwood, it is always
possible that we can uncover the stresses and strains in a person's
conceptual system. And, according to Collingwood, it would also take
logical analysis or hard thinking and not intuition to uncover these
stresses and strains. The doctrine of stresses and strains makes
understanding more difficult, but it does not rule out the possibility
of understanding.

18. As we see it, Leon Goldstein is right to stress that understanding
is only accomplished in a piecemeal fashion. See L. Goldstein,
Critical Essays, ed., M. Krausz, p. 253. But Goldstein speaks of
re~-thinking as though it were a method. Although Collingwood some-
times suggests that re-thinking is a method, it is actually more
correct to claim that re-thinking is a goal for the historian. For
Collingwood, it is actually more correct to say that logical analysis
is the method for re-thinking. Later in this chapter we will have
more to say concerning this issue. Goldstein also fails to see any
connection between absolute presuppositions and re-thinking. And
absolute presuppositions are also uncovered in a piecemeal fashion.
Goldstein is right to claim that re-thinking requires a great deal
of preparation, but this preparation will include uncovering the
metaphysical framework. As Collingwood puts it in An Essay on Meta-
physics, '"[i]n metaphysics as in every other department of history
the secret of success is to study the background" (EM, 191). And
this 'background" will include the person's predecessors and con-
temporaries. See An Essay On Metaphysics, p. 210.
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him, we start with what we think is the answer and then proceed to un-
cover what we think is the entire question-and-answer complex. As Colling-
wood sees it, we must move 'back and forth' through all of the levels of

a question-and-answer complex until we arrive at what we think is the
meaning of the whole question-and-answer complex.19 At no point can we
claim to know (i.e. strong sense) the meaning of a whole question-and-
answer complex. There is always the possibility that our logical analysis
of the complex is mistaken.

""Mere re-enactment'', even if it is a genuine case of re-enactment,
is not historical knowledge (IH, 289). The historian must always be pre-
pared to offer the grounds for his knowledge claim. And the grounds for
his knowledge claim will always include evidence (IH, 296, A, 69-70).20
And we need evidence for every level in a question-and-answer complex in

order to have historical knowledge.21 According to Collingwood, if the

19. Although absolute presuppositions are logically first (i.e. logically
prior in a foundational sense), it would be misleading to say that
absolute presuppositions are epistemologically first %i.e. known
prior to the other levels of a question-and-answer complex).

20. We even need evidence for our own thoughts in order to have historical
knowledge (IH, 296). Intuition, introspection or memory is not his-
torical knowledge.

21. William Dray and W.J. Van Der Dussen are correct, as we see it, to
criticize Haskell Fain when he claimed that Collingwood was dismiss-
ing historical evidence altogether. See W. Dray, Perspectives on
History, p. 22 and W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 29%.
It is not known by us if Dray and Van Der Dussen are claiming that
we always need evidence to re-enact. If this is their claim, we
believe they are mistaken. Collingwood does allow for mere re-
enactment without evidence. But Collingwood's point is that even if
you did have mere re-enactment it would not be historical knowledge.
As we see it, Collingwood is only committed to the view that in order
to claim to have historical knowledge one must appeal to evidence.
And if we are right that absolute presuppositions are an integral
part of a question-and-answer complex, then we would also have to
have evidence for the metaphysical framework in order to claim to
have historical knowledge.
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historian has no evidence to appeal to he is only guessing, and guessing
is not historical knowledge.22 Since Collingwood says that the historian
needs evidence in order to justify a knowledge claim about a particular
question-and~answer complex, this is one more reason to support the view
that Collingwood is not claiming that it is possible to re-think a thought
in the strong sense. There is always the possibility that new evidence
may arise or that previous 'evidence' will be rejected and as a result

another attempt at a re-enactment will be necessary.23

22. When Collingwood says that we cannot re-think Villeneuve's plan at
Trafalgar (A, 70), Collingwood is not saying that we can never re-
think an unsuccessful plan, as Donagan claims. See A. Donagan, Later
Philosophy, p. 268. What Collingwood is claiming is that we do not
have any evidence for Villeneuve's plan since he did not carry it out.
For Collingwood, we can re-think an unsuccessful plan and have histori-
knowledge as long as we have evidence for our knowledge claim. Whether
a plan is successful or not successful is really beside the peint when
we are speaking of historical knowledge. As we see it, Donagan misses
Collingwood's fundamental point when it is claimed that we cannot re-
think Villeneuve's plan. Collingwood is not committed to the view
that there are no unsuccessful plans that were carried out, as Donagan's
interpretation implies. For Collingwood, we can historically recon-
struct any unsuccessful solution to a problem with any activity at
the mind-as-thought level (eg. in philosophy) as long as we -could
appeal to evidence. This analysis is consistent with Collingwood's
repeated assertion that it is possible to uncover errors in past
thinking. And it should be recalled that all activities at the mind-
as-thought level have a common structure. On the point that we can
re-think an unsuccessful plan, as long as we have evidence, see for
example, Roman Britain, p. 84.

23. Alan Donagan has claimed that Collingwood did not "say anything about
how reconstructions of past thoughts may be tested and verified."
See A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 215. In response to Donagan we
would say that although Collingwood is ruling out sure-fire tests and
verification in the strong sense, because a reconstruction is never
infallible, he does allow for tests and verification in the weak sense.
We can test or verify a reconstruction in the weak sense by seeing
whether the reconstruction makes the best sense of the evidence. This
evidence is not, of course, ready-made evidence. And we could perhaps
also mention that if we wish to speak of falsifying an interpretation,
the notion of falsification would also be used in the weak sense.
Falsification in the strong sense would also be ruled out by Collingwood.
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Evidence is only uncovered by logical analysis. Whenever ''cer-
tain historians, sometimes whole generations of historians, find in
certain periods of history nothing intelligible" (IH, 218), this is an
indication of a failure of logical analysis. And Collingwood tells us
that whenever historians speak of unintelligible ages or ''dark ages,...
such phrases tell us nothing about those ages themselves, though they
tell us a great deal about the persons who use them, namely that they
are unable to re-think the thoughts which were fundamental to their life"
(IH, 218-219). An historian who speaks of unintelligible ages "has dis-
covered a limitation of his own mind; he has discovered that there are
certain ways in which he is not, or no longer, or not yet, able to think"
(IH, 218). For Collingwood, the '"limitation" will remain until the his-
torian can uncover by logical analysis the fundamental ways of thinking
in the ages that were previously regarded as unintelligible. 'Dark ages"
can only be penetrated by 'digging' below the surface of answers and
solutions in such a way that the questions and presuppositions of the
age are uncovered. This will require of the historian that he work
"against the grain' of his own thinking (IH, 305). As Collingwood sees
it, when Voltaire and Hume claimed that only the recent past was knowable
(IH, 77-78, EM, 247), this was a sign of a failure of logical analysis on
their part. Voltaire and Hume had discovered a limitation in their own
thinking. These two historians were unable to re-think any thought that
did not square with the question-and-answer complexes of the modern scien-
tific spirit.

In both The Idea Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics Colling-

wood accuses other thinkers of not working against the grain of their own
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thinking in order to re-think the thoughts of other ages. For example,

in An Essay on Metaphysics he accuses positivists of not working against

the grain of their positivistic question-and-answer complexes in their
attempt to understand Plato (EM, 155). For Collingwood, we can only
re-think past thoughts if we have sufficient intellectual capacity to
re-think, and this includes the realization that it is sometimes neces-
sary to work against the grain of our own thinking in order to uncover
the question-and-answer complexes of another thinker. And, for Colling-
wood, working against the grain is always a process of logical analysis.

It would be correct to say that in The Idea Of History and An Essay on

Metaphysics, Collingwood is attempting to work against the grain of his

own thinking in order to understand past thoughts. In The Idea Of History,

for example, he is working against the grain when he uncovers the substan-
tialistic absolute presuppositions of the Greco-Medieval world and the
questions and answers that they logically give rise to. And in An Essay

on Metaphysics, for example, he is working against the grain of his own

thinking when he uncovers the eighteenth-century absolute presupposition

that 'nature is the cause of historical events' and the questions and

24, Collingwood's metaphor of working against the grain suggests
that the attempt to understand is a piecemeal procedure. In
the case of interpreting Plato, for example, if we work against
the grain of our own thinking, it would be possible to uncover
more and more of the intricacies of Plato's conceptual system.
Or, it would only be a result of a piecemeal process of logical
analysis that we could understand Greek literature and the
metaphysical framework that it rests on (EM, 208).
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answers that it logically gives rise to (EM, 98).25

For Collingwood, when it is essential to work against the grain
of one's own experience in order to understand, it is only necessary to
work against the grain of question-and-answer complexes. At this point
we must distinguish between question-and-answer complexes and contexts
of "immediacy'. A context of immediacy occurs at a certain time and
can only occur once. In this sense the context of immediacy is a mere
event (IH, 297). Although a question-and-answer complex occurs in a
context of immediacy, it is not "mere immediacy' (IH, 297). A question-
and-answer complex does occur in a context of immediacy which includes
the question-and-answer complex itself, along with emotions, sensations,
and so forth. In this sense the question-and-answer complex is "here
and now'. But although a question-and-answer complex does occur at a
certain time in a context of immediacy, it cannot be reduced to the con-
text of immediacy. The peculiarity of a question-and-answer complex 1is
that, in addition to occuring here and now in a context of immediacy, it
can sustain itself through a change in the context of immediacy and ''revive
itself" in a different context of immediacy (IH, 297). And it is in this
sense that the question-and-answer complex somehow stands outside of time
or the here and now (IH, 287). According to Collingwood, whereas a

question-and-answer complex can be re-enacted, a context of immediacy

25. It might be suggested that we are perhaps deceiving ourselves when
we think that we have put our question-and-answer complexes, includ-
ing presuppositions, out of sight and influence in order to do
scientific history. Collingwood is well aware of the fact that there
are many cases where we are deceiving ourselves. But these mistakes
may be corrected. This is another reason why re-thinking should be
regarded as a piecemeal procedure.
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can never be re-enacted. In fact, even the immediacy of the question-
and-answer complex cannot be re-enacted. In other words, we cannot re-
enact the here and now of a question-and-answer complex. Collingwood
states:

The immediate, as such, cannot be re-enacted. Consequently,
those elements in experience whose being is just their
immediacy (sensations, feelings, &c. as suchg cannot be re-
enacted; not only that, but thought itself can never be re-
enacted in its immediacy. The first discovery of a truth,
for example, differs from any subsequent contemplation of it,
not in that the truth contemplated is a different truth, nor
in that the act of contemplating it is a different act; but
in that the immediacy of the first occasion can never again
be experienced: the shock of its novelty, the liberation
from perplexing problems, the triumph of achieving a desired
result, perhaps the sense of having vanquished opponents and
achieved fame, and so forth (IH, 297-298).

For Collingwood, a thought can be revived in a different context
of immediacy. And without some context of immediacy, the thought could
never be revived (IH, 301). It is because the context of immediacy is
different and not the question-and-answer complex that is different, that
Collingwood speaks of re-thinking or re-enacting in reference to a thought.
If we re-think a thought, the context of immediacy is always different,
and the question-and-answer complex must always be the same. For Colling-
wood, as long as the question-and-answer complex is the same, the mean-

ing is the same.26 This is the case even though the question-and-answer

26. For Collingwood, a thought can never be revived in a different
guestion-and-answer complex. But, a thought can be revived in
different' question-and-answer complexes (along with a different
context(s) of immediacy), as long as one of those question-and-
answer complexes is identical to the thought (i.e. question-and-
answer complex being revived). The strength of this interpreta-
tion is that it allows for the critical or judgemental aspect of
thought which is evident in re-thinking. See The Idea Of History,
pp. 215-216 and the rest of this chapter.
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complex is contained in different contexts of immediacy. And it is be-
cause the context of immediacy is different that Collingwood says that we
do not become the person whose question-and-~answer complex we are re-
enacting (IH, 174, A, 112-113). As he says, we do not become Julius
Caesar when and if we re-enact his thoughts (IH, 174). Caesar's context
of immediacy is not identical to our context of immediacy. In other
words, Caesar's thoughts, feelings, sensations, and so forth occufred at
one time, and our thoughts, feelings, sensations, and so forth, occurred
at a different time. But if we are successful in re-thinking his thoughts,
Caesar's question-and-answer complexes will be identical to the question-
and-answer complexes that we ascribe to Caesar. As Collingwood sees it,
there is no need to re-enact Caesar's context of immediacy in order to
re-enact his thoughts. In fact, as we have seen, it is not even possible
to re-enact Caesar's context of immediacy. According to Collingwood, all
that is necessary for one to do in order to re-think Caesar's thoughts,
is to uncover, with the use of logical analysis, Caesar's question-and-
answer complexes. As Collingwood tells us, it is because, and so far as,
a question-and-answer complex is misconceived as a context of immediacy .
that the idea of re-thinking a question-and-answer complex seems para-
doxical (IH, 297).

When Collingwood speaks of the re-enactment of past experience,
he only means the re-enactment of past question-and-answer complexes.
By the re-enactment of past experience, he does not mean the re-enactment
of past contexts of immediacy. And when Collingwood says that past
question-and-answer complexes, including presuppositions, can live on in

the present, he does not mean to suggest that these question-and-answer
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complexes need to have had to survive continuously (A, 97; see also IH,
304-305, EM, 311). Although some question-and-answer complexes have
survived continuously, other question-and-answer complexes have not.

For example, he says that Greek mathematics has survived continuously.
Greek mathematics, he says, is actually the foundation of our own mathe-
matics (IH, 225; see also IH, 284-285). But other question-and-answer
complexes have not survived continuously. Collingwood says that some
ways of thinking ''may have died and been raised from the dead, like the
ancient languages of Mesopotamia and Egypt (A, 97). What Collingwood
means when he says that past-juestion-and-answer complexes live on in
the present is that past question-and-answer complexes are either already
a part of our logical experience (eg. Greek mathematics) or that they
are open to the possibility of being a part of our logical experience
(eg. ancient languages of Mesopotamia and Egypt). And by being open to
the possibility of being a part of our logical experience, he means that
past question-and-answer complexes are open to the logical possibility
of being re-enacted if we have the appropriate evidence. Now when
Collingwood refers to thoughts (i.e. question-and-answer complexes) as
"eternal objects" (IH, 218), he does not mean to suggest that thoughts
exist (one is tempted to say like Platonic Forms) when no one is thinking
them. Even when Collingwood says that some thoughts exist continuously,
he does not mean that these thoughts exist independently of human exper-

ience.27 By an 'eternal object' he means that a thought is either already

27. When Collingwood speaks of the inside of artefacts he does not mean
that these insides exist independently of human experience. As we
saw in Chapter IV, the inside-outside metaphor signifies different
ways of knowing. His use of words like 'inside' and 'outside' is a
metaphorical way of making an epistemological distinction.
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part of our logical experience or that it is open to the logical pos-

28

sibility of being a part of our logical experience. For Collingwood,

only question-and-answer complexes, including presuppositions, can be

eternal objects. Mere events, for Collingwood, are never eternal objects

>.29

(IH, 158 And since contexts of immediacy are mere events, in the

sense that they can happen only once, contexts of immediacy are never

eternal objects.30

According to Collingwood, feelings and sensations are not eternal
objects since they are transient and do not survive in any sense outside
of the here and now. Feelings and sensations are nothing over and above
the flow of immediate consciousness. As Collingwood sees it, this is
why feelings and sensations cannot be re-enacted (IH, 297). With feel-
ings and sensations, unlike thoughts, we cannot 'step into the stream
twice'. He states:

We shall never know how the flowers smelt in the garden of
Epicurus, or how Nietzsche felt the wind in his hair as he
walked on the mountains; we cannot relive the triumph of
Archimedes or the bitterness of Marius; but the evidence of
what these men thought is in our hands; and in re-creating
these thoughts in our own minds by interpretation of that
evidence we can know, so far as there is any knowledge, that
the thoughts we create were theirs (IH, 296).

28. Eternal objects in either of these two senses do not have an existence
or even quasi-existence independent of human experience.

29. But thoughts about mere events can be eternal objects. In The Idea
Of Nature and in parts of An Essay on Metaphysics, Collingwood is
re-thinking thoughts about mere events.

30. Both the act of thought and the object of thought can live on.
See The Idea Of History, p. 287. The act and object of thought
are correlative and are capable of being revived in another con-
text of immediacy.
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Although we have no evidence for the feelings and sensations of these men,
we do have evidence for their thoughts. And it is because we have evi-
dence for their thoughts that we can, with the appropriate logical
analysis, re-think their thoughts. Now earlier we saw that Collingwood
distinguished between man's foot in history and man's foot in nature. It
would be correct to say that, for Collingwood, there are only eternal
objects with man's foot in history. With man's foot in nature, there

are no eternal objects. And this particular view may account for Colling-

wood's analysis of his own intellectual life in An Autobiography. An

Autobiography is really a history of Collingwood's logical experience.

In this 1939 publication, Collingwood is attempting to re-think his own
thoughts. And it is interesting to note that Collingwood did read some
of his previous writings for this project. So even with Collingwood's

own Autobiography we have an emphasis on the need for evidence. As he

says in The Idea Of History, "'autobiography' is the name "for a strictly
) 31

historical account of my own past" (IH, 295
Collingwood strongly objects to any attempt at a psychological
theory of meaning. As Collingwood sees it, the psychologist cannot give
us an adequate theory of meaning because the psychologist only studies
feelings and sensations as mere events. And logical experience, for

Collingwood, cannot be reduced to the level of mere events, the level at

31. With An Autobiography there is no attempt made on Collingwood's part
to re-enact his animal nature (i.e. feelings, sensations, &c.).
This is nct to say that we cannot re-enact thoughts about feelings
and sensations. For example, in The Principles of Art, Collingwood
says that if we wish to understand an artist we must re-enact his
intentional and imaginative expression of emotions.
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which the psychologist conducts his inquiry. For Collingwood, any
attempt at a psychological theory of meaning would be another instance
of the propaganda of irrationalism. It will be recalled that in An

Essay on Metaphysics, he says that we cannot substitute psychology for

logic (EM, 104-5, 108-9, 112).32 Since Collingwood does not see his
logic of question and answer as a psychological theory of meaning, he is
led to the view that re-enactment camnot be a process of psychological
analysis. All psycho-analytic models of 're-enactment' must be rejected
since to re-enact is the following of the logical structure of a question-
and-answer complex and not the following of a psychological process.
Thoughts are not to be understood in an étomistic manner, for if we do
'understand' thoughts in this way, we have reduced thoughts to the status
of mere events. Psychological processes, as natural processes, cannot
'live on' in any sense. And since psychological processes are carried
away in the flow of consciousness, according to Collingwood, we cannot
have evidence for past psychological processes.33 So if we do treat
'thoughts' like mere events, as the psychologist does, history becomes
impossible (IH, 173). It is for this reason that Collingwood rejects
Dilthey's claim that history can be reduced to psychology (IH, 173-4).
According to Collingwood, only past logical processes can 'live on', and

we can uncover the meaning of logical processes if we have the appropriate

32. Also, it will be recalled that psychology ignores the critical com-
ponent of thought. And the critical or judgemental aspect of
thought is evident in re-thinking (IH, 215-6).

33. As Collingwood sees it, even the scientific generalizations of
psychology could not be used in an attempt to re-enact a thought.
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logical skills and evidence.

When Collingwood argues that logical processes can 'live on', he
is suggesting that the modern conception of time is inapplicable for the
inside of events. We could say that the modern conception of time is
based on the absolute presupposition that time is a measurable continuum.
With this metaphysical view, which generally speaking has been accepted
since Galileo's age, all is becoming or process. And with this conception
of time, only the present moment exists or is alive and the past becomes
dead. For Collingwood, it appears as though he has no nbjection tec this
conception of time when it is applied to mere events. But, it appears
as though he strongly objects to this conception of time for the inside
of events. If we apply the modern metaphysical view of time to the
inside of events, we eliminate mind-as-thought, including the important
concepts of 'causa quod' and 'causa ut', from the world. To use Bergsonian
language, we could say that scientific time.is applicable to mere events
and that lived time is applicable to the inside of events. Or as Colling-
wood might put this point, a regularian conception of time is applicable
for mere events (where we can mathematically measure motions in space
and time) and a teleological conception of time is applicable for the
inside of events. In fact, one might argue that Collingwood's conception
of time for the inside of events comes closer to the Greco~Medieval con-
ception of time. For Greco-Medieval thinkers, time is the continuous
transformation of potentiality into actuality. Collingwood would dis-
agree with Greco-Medieval thinkers that this absolute presupposition
is applicable to the outside of events. But, it appears as though he

would accept a qualified form of this absolute presupposition for the
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inside of events. This analysis appears to be consistent with Colling-
wood's claim that one can apply the notion of purposiveness to mind-as-
thought but not to mere events. And this analysis appears to be con-
sistent with Collingwood's doctrine of the historical past-as-thought
living in the present.34

Earlier in this thesis we argued that Collingwood believes that
there are traﬁshistorical principles that apply to all 'periods' of
history. For Collingwood, it is transhistorical principles35 that allow
for the logical possibility of re-enactment. As he sees it, the logical
conditions necessary for re-thinking are still present because at the

structural level of mind-as-thought there is a uniform human nature.

34. (i) This paragraph is meant to be more suggestive than explanatory.
We do not pretend to understand the modern metaphysical view of time
or the Greco-Medieval metaphysical view of time. The working out of
Collingwood's conception of time that is being assumed in his re-
enactment doctrine will not be attempted in this project. In fact,
as we see it, this topic would be a thesis in itself.

(ii) Collingwood's acceptance of the notion of historical time as
becoming in 1925 (and which also lingered on in his 1927 paper on
Spengler) appears to have contributed to his defence in 1925 of what
we could call the incommensurate thesis (i.e. to understand the past
is to understand the past differently). Before Collingwood could re-
ject the incommensurate thesis, which he did, he had to give up this
notion of time for the inside of events.

(iii) It could be argued that thinkers like Croce and Oakshott (and
Gadamer today) are assuming the modern metaphysical view of time in
their attempt to defend the incommensurate thesis.

35. 1In this chapter we have seen that there are other transhistorical
principles which overlap with the transhistorical principles mentioned
earlier. It would be correct to say that the descriptive claim that
all thoughts are contained in a context of immediacy is a transhistori-
cal principle. And it would be correct to say that the descriptive
claim that all thoughts are logically connected with other thoughts
is a transhistorical principle. In addition, the descriptive claim
that the meaning of a question-and-answer complex refers to both the
act of thought and the object of thought (since the act of thought
and the object of thought are correlative) is a transhistorical principle.
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And for Collingwood, it is these transhistorical principles that describe
man's uniform human nature at the structural level of mind-as-thought.
Transhistorical principles make it logically possible to retrieve past
thoughts for they allow past thoughts to live on in the present. If
there was no identity at any level in our thought and the person's
thought that we are attempting to re-enact, then re-enactment would be
logically impossible. For Collingwood, re-thinking does not require a
uniform human nature at all levels of thought. Re-thinking only requires
the initial assumption of a uniformity at the structural level of mind-
as-thought. And once we have this uniformity at the structural level
of mind-as-thought, we can re-enact the thought of another human being
if we can uncover the content of thought that is contained within the
transhistorical structure. In other words, once we have a uniform human
nature at the structural level, as Collingwood thinks we do, we can
attain a genuine re-enactment if we can uncover the content of the
question-and-answer complex at issue.36
For Collingwood, transhistorical principles provide the basis or
ground of historical re-enactment or historical reconstruction. Trans-
historical principles are really equivalent to Collingwood's principles

of metaphysics (i.e. capital 'P' propositions) referred to in Part I of

36. Our own question-and-answer complexes are not to be seen as insur-
mountable obstacles for re-enactment. If we can uncover the logic
of our own question-and-answer complexes, we can work against the
grain of these question-and-answer complexes and attempt to uncover
the question-and-answer complexes of another human being. Our own
question-and-answer complexes will only be a barrier to re-thinking
if we fail to realize that it is sometimes necessary to work against
the grain of our own thinking in order to re-think the thoughts of
another human being.
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An Essay on Metaplgysics.37 These principles of metaphysics, as Colling-

wood sees it, correctly describe all conceptual systems.38 And, for him,
there is an important relationship between these principles of metaphysics
and re-thinking. In fact, according to Collingwood's model of historical
understanding, it is these principles of metaphysics that allow for the
possibility of re-thinking. If there were no principles of metaphysics
upon which to base or ground historical re-enactment or historical recon-
struction, re-thinking would be impossible.

It would be correct to say that the uniformity at the structural
level of mind-as~-thought provides us with a transhistorical context.
This transhistorical context (i.e. all men think and act in terms of
question-and-answer complexes) allows for the logical possibility of re-
enactment. As we see it, when Collingwood is referring to the pre-
established harmony between the historian and the object of his study
(IH, 65), this pre-established harmony must be the identity at the struc-
tural level of mind-as-thought. And it is this pre-established harmony
that makes re-enactment logically possible. In other words, this pre-
established harmony allows for the possibility of there being eternal
objects of thought. And it would also be correct to say that with this
notion of pre-established harmony at the structural level of mind-as-

thought, we are back again to Vico's "'verum-factum'" principle. Following

37. In this chapter and in Chapter IV, we have made some additions to
Collingwood's principles of metaphysics or transhistorical principles.

38. These principles of metaphysics are the result of a philoscphical
reflection on the content of all activities at the mind-as-thought
level.
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Vico, Collingwood holds the view that anything that is made by the human
mind is especially adapted to the human mind. As Collingwood says, "[ilt
follows from the 'verum-factum' principle that history, which is emphati-
cally something made by the human mind, is especially adapted to be an
object of human knowledge' (IH, 64~65). But Collingwood believes that
he has gone beyond Vico in uncovering the transhistorical principles that
allow for the 'verum-factum' principle to hold. It is Collingwood's trans-
historical principles that allow for the logical possibility of everything
made by the human mind to be eminently knowable to the human mind as such.39
Everything made by the human mind is made in terms of question-and-answer
complexes, and that therefore, for Collingwood, what is made by one human
mind is especially adapted to another human mind.40
It would be correct to say that this transhistorical context is
the criterion of intelligibility for amy thought. Any thought found in
this transhistorical context is open to the logical possibility of being

re-enacted. For this reason, it is a little misleading to regard re-

enactment itself as the criterion of intelligibility.41 As we see it, it

39. This is not to say that evidence is not required for historical
knowledge concerning what is made by the human mind.

40. With Collingwood's notion of re-enactment, we have another instance
of the dictum that "a mind which knows its own change is lifted
above change'" (SM, 301). For Collingwood, mind only changes at the
content level and it is the transhistorical principles at the struc-
tural level of mind-as-thought which lifts us above the changes at
the content level. The transhistorical principles allow the mind to
know the changes at the content level.

41. William Dray regards re-enactment itself as the criterion of intel-
ligibility. See W. Dray, '"R.G. Collingwood and the Acquaintance
Theory of Knowledge', Revue Internationale de Philosophe 11 (1957),
p. 432. And it would appear as though W.J. Van Der Dussen agrees
with this assessment. See W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science,
pp. 103-104, 312.
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is more accurate to regard re-enactment as a goal for the historian and

42 And, as we see it, the method

not as the criterion of intelligibility.
of attaining this goal of re-enactment is by the use of logical analysis.
It is only by logical analysis that the historian can uncover a question-
and-answer complex, including presuppositions, and if the historian is

successful in doing this, he will have a genuine re-enactment.43 And the
transhistorical context is the criterion of there being past thoughts and

deeds that are meaningful to the historian. So, according to our view,

42. (i) As we will see shortly, the historian has other goals besides
re~enactment and therefore re-enactment should not be seen as the
only goal for the historian.
(ii) A number of commentators have claimed that, for Collingwood,
re-enactment is the goal for the historian. See, for example, A.
Donagan, ''The Verification of Historical Theses', Philosophical
Quarterly, vi. (1956), p. 199; see also S. Toulmin, Human Understand-
ing, p. 491. It is not known if Donagan or Toulmin would claim that
re~enactment is the only goal for the historian. If this is their
position, we believe that they are mistaken. In addition, although
a number of commentators have claimed that re-enactment is the goal
for the historian, no commentator has yet claimed that uncovering the
metaphysical framework of a question~and-answer complex would be part
of that goal. As we see it, uncovering the metaphysical framework of
a question-and-answer complex would be necessary in order to attain a
genuine re-enactment. We should also point out that William Dray has
claimed that re-enactment is the goal for the historian. See W. Dray,
Perspectives on History, p. 22. So, Dray claims that re-enactment is
both the goal for the historian and the criterion of intelligibility.
If Dray means that re-enactment is a goal for the historian we agree
with his assessment. But we think that it is a little misleading to
regard re-enactment itself as the criterion of intelligibility.

43. (i) We agree with Dray that Collingwood does on occasion speak as
though re-enactment was a method. See W. Dray, Perspectives on History,
p. 21; see, for example, An Autobiography, p. 112. But, as we see it,
it is more accurate to regard logical analysis as the method.
(ii) Some commentators have suggested that re-enactment is a method
that the historian uses. W.MH. Walsh and Patrick Gardiner are two
examples of commentators who fall into this camp. See W.H. Walsh, An
Introduction to the Philosophy of History, (London, 1951), p. 49; see
also Patrick Gardiner, The Nature of Historical Explanation, (London,
1952), pp. 29, 39, 49, 117.
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it is more accurate to regard the transhistorical context as allowing

for re-enactment to be a goal for the historian and for logical analysis

to be the method of inquiry for the historian.44

In a genuine re-enactment, the historian will oftentimes have to

make explicit what is implicit. And by making explicit what was implicit,

the historian can put the thought into propositional form.45 This will

44,

45,

(1) In Chapter IV we distinguished between transhistorical principles
and historically- de=limited uniformities. Transhistorical principles
give us the context for all historical 'periods'. Historically de-
limited uniformities would help us uncover the content of question-
and-answer complexes, including presuppositions, in one particular
historical 'period'.

(ii) Some commentators regard re-enactment as a presupposition.

Lionel Rubinoff and M.H. Nielsen fall into this camp. See L. Rubinoff,
Reform of Metaphysics, pp. 282-283; see also M.H. Nielsen, ''Re-enactment
and Reconstruction in Collingwood's Philosophy of History', in History
and Theory, Vol. XX, Number 1, (1981), p. 17. As we see it, re-
enactment should not be seen as an absolute presupposition or even

as a transhistorical presupposition. As Collingwood says in The Idea
Of History, ''the re-enactment of past thought is not a pre-condition
of historical knowledge, but an integral element in it;..." (IH, 290).
This text would seem to preclude re-enactment as a presupposition.

Also note that re-enactment is an integral part of historical know-
ledge. This claim implies that historical knowledge is more than

just re-enactment. This is the reason that we have claimed that re-
enactment is only one goal for the historian. We should also note

at this point that Rubinoff seems to confuse transhistorical principles
with absolute presuppositions. Rubinoff says that 'history is intel-
ligible' is an absolute presupposition for Collingwood. See L. Rubinoff,
Reform of Metaphysics, p. 284. As we see it, 'history is intelligible'
is a transhistorical principle for Collingwood. It should also be
noted that H. DeLong confuses transhistorical principles and absolute
presuppositions. DeLong says that the claim that '"Ft]hought, in
order to be historically significant, must be expressed"' is an abso-
lute presupposition. See M.H. Nielsen, History and Theory, p. 16.

As we see it, this claim is not an absolute presupposition, but is

a transhistorical principle.

On this point we agree with William Dray. See W. Dray, "'Historical
Understanding as Re-thinking'', University of Toronto Quarterly 27
(1958), pp. 210-221; and W. Dray, Perspectives on History (London,
1980), p. 26. But Dray does not mention the fact that, for Colling-
wood, we must also put the person's absolute presuppositions into
propositional form.
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include putting the person's absolute presuppositions into propositional
form. It will be recalled that although absolute presuppositions them-
selves are not propositions, statements about the absolute presupposi-
tion that someone holds can be propositions. And it will also be recalled
that although a person is usually unaware of his absolute presuppositions,
the historian can, with the appropriate logical skills and evidence,
uncover the person's absolute presuppositions.46
Whenever the historian makes an attempt to re-enact past thoughts,
the attempt is contained within the historian's own question-and-answer
complexes. Since this is the case for Collingwood, the historian will
"judge' the re~enacted thoughts in terms of his own question-and-answer
complexes. Collingwood states: '"What is required, if I am to know Plato's
philosophy, is both to re-think it in my own mind and also to think other
things in the light of which I can judge it" (IH, 301). What Collingwood
is attempting to avoid here is the charge that he has divorced the re-
enacted thought from the historian's own question-and-answer complexes.
For Collingwood, there is always a contextual relationship between the
re-enacted thought and the historian's own conceptual system. And for

this reason, the historian cannot re-enact a thought in isolation from

46. The historian as writer would not be required to include the meta-
physical framework in each instance of a re-enactment. As long as
the metaphysical framework is dealt with at some point, the reader
can, when it is appropriate, add the implied metaphysical framework.
This analysis is consistent with Roman Britain. For example, in
this work he speaks of "unquestioned convictions' (RB, 186). See
also Roman Britain, pp. 252-3, 261, 269-70, 273, 308, 312, It
should also be noted that Collingwood's transhistorical principles
are repeatedly used in Roman Britain. On the doctrine of stresses
and strains, for example, see pages 270, 273, 308.
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his own question-and-answer complexes. In other words, the historian
can only re-enact a thought in the wider context of his own knowledge.
And this wider context logically forces the historian to evaluate critic-
ally the author's thought. '"This criticism of the thought whose history
he traces is not something secondary to tracing the history of it. It

is an indispensible condition of historical knowledge itself' (IH, 215).
And the reason that this criticism is "an indispensible condition of
historical knowledge itself' is that the historian could not re-enact a
thought in isolation from his own question-and-answer complexes. When
Collingwood uses the term 'criticism', he means 'evaluate' or 'judge'.

He does not mean by the term 'criticism' that the historian will neces-
sarily disagree with the author of the thought.47 The historican can
always judge the thought and decide to accept it. For example, when
Collingwood re-thinks Vico's claim that the historian must come to his
own conclusions, Collingwood accepts Vico's assessment. And for Colling-
wood, the attempt at a re-enactment and the act of judging the thought

are the result of asking different questions (A, 27).48 The question of

47. 1t would appear as though William Dray holds the view that by the
term 'criticism' Collingwood means that the historian will neces-
sarily disagree with the author of the thought. See W. Dray,
Perspectives on History, p. 24. If this is Dray's position, we
believe that Dray has misinterpreted Collingwood on this point.

48. It would appear as though William Dray collapses these different
questions. Dray says that if the historian discovered any errors,

"this would be equivalent to finding the agent's thought unre-thinkable."

See W. Dray, Perspectives on Historv, p. 24. According to Dray's
interpretation, we could only re-think those thoughts that we agreed
with. But, as we see it, Collingwood did not collapse these differ-
ent questions. And our interpretation appears to be more consistent
with Collingwood's analysis in works like The Idea Of Nature, The
Idea Of History, and An Essav on Metaphysics, where he attempts to
re-think the thoughts of other thinkers even though he sometimes
disagrees with these thoughts.
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what the author said and the question of whether or not the author is
correct are questions that can be separated by logical analysis. Once we
separate these questions, we will recognize, according to Collingwood,
that even though we may disagree with the thought of an author on the
question of the truth of the thought, we can still answer the question of
what the thought was that the author had. Collingwood says that '"even if
I refuted [one of Plato's arguments], it would still be the same argument
and the act of following its logical structure would be the same act" (IH,
301-302). But although these questions are logically distinct, both the
question of what the author said and the question of whether or not the
author is right will be in the historian's mind in the attempt at a re-
enactment. So, for Collingwood, the historian will judge the author's
thought, even if it is only implicitly, in terms of his own question-and-
answer complexes. The historian, tnen, according to Collingwood, should
not be seen as a "'tranquil mirror' just reflecting what the author is
telling him. As Collingwood says, the attempt at a re-enactment ''is not
a passive surrender to the spell of another's mind; it is the labour of

active and therefore critical thinking" (IH, 215).49

49. (i) For Collingwood, judging or evaluating may include value judge-
ments in addition to the question of whether or not the author of
the thought was correct.

(i1) According to Collingwood, judging is comnected with his doctrine
of the historical past-as-thought living in the present. It will be
recalled that a re-enacted thought is always found in a new context
of immediacy (IH, 297). And this new context of immediacy would in-
clude the judging component (IH, 226, A, 114). As early as 1921
Collingwood thought that judging was connected with the doctrine
that the historical past-as-thought can live in the present (CPH,
15). But, in 1921 it appears as though Collingwood collapsed the
question of what the author said and the question of whether or not
the author was correct. As we have just pointed out, Collingwood
(continued on p. 376)
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The re-enactment of past thought is only ome goal for the scienti-
fic historian. The scientific historian must also attempt to uncover
what past thoughts mean in Vico's sense of the term 'meaning'. Follow-
ing Vico, Collingwood says that the scientific historian will attempt to
uncover facts by 'reading between the lines' in his sources. In other
words, the scientific historian will compel his sources to answer ques-
tions that were not raised in his sources. Collingwood states in refer-
ence to the scientific historian:

The question he asks himself is: 'What does this statement

mean?' And this is not equivalent to the question 'What did

the person who made it mean by it?', although that is doubt-

less a question that the historian must ask, and must be able

to answer. It is equivalent, rather, to the question 'What

light is thrown on the subject in which I am interested by

the fact that this person made this statement, meaning by

it what he did mean?' (IH, 275)

The scientific historian is not only a detective when it comes to the
attempt at a re-enactment. He is also a detective when it comes to
reading between the lines. The scientific historian, then, for Colling-

wood, will not end his inquiry with what the authors of statements meant

by their statements. He will also read between the lines or 'fill in gaps'.

49. continued. later regarded these two questions as logically distinct.
Also, in 1921 we do not find the view that we judge in terms of our
absolute presuppositions, a view which we find presented in The Idea
Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics. We should also point out
that, for Collingwood, we can only judge what we think is the thought
of the author. It will be recalled that there are degrees of under-
standing with complete understanding as the regulative ideal. No
matter what degree of understanding we have of an author's thought,
judging will be involved. For Collingwood, judging is not once and
for all. If we attain a better understanding of the author in ques-
tion, we will have to judge again. (Understanding is not an all or
nothing affair. It is mainly those critics who see re-thinking as a
self-certifying intuition who are to blame for suggesting that the
attempt to understand is an all or nothing affair%%
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And we could say that if an historian has nothing to add to what the
author of statements meant by these statements, this would tell us more
about the historian himself than the subject-matter. And once again,
Collingwood's dictum that 'what you are not looking for, you do not see'
is especially applicable to the task of reading between the lines. For
Collingwood, the scientific historian is not only autonomous in regards
to his task of attempting a re-enactment. He is also autonomous when
he is attempting to read between the lines. In other words, the scienti-
fic historian must come to his own conclusions both in regards to his
task of re-enacting past thought and in his attempt to read between the
lines. And the scientific historian must come to his own conclusions
because it is a prejudice that previous historians are necessarily ''better
informed than ourselves" (IH, 69).50 |

Let us turn now to the second section of Chapter VII. In this
section we will point out our agreements and disagreements with Colling-
wood's commentators in regard to issues arising out of our first section.

Our examination of other commentators will make our interpretation clearer.

II

In the second section we will make two major claims that arise

out of the first section of Chapter VII. The two major claims of this

50. Both the meaning of a statement in Vico's sense and the meaning of a
statement in the sense of what was meant by the author of the state-
ment refer to the past-in-itself. But neither of these senses of the
term meaning are to be understood as referring to the past as it actu-
ally was in Popper's sense. This is the case because Popper's analysis
of the past as it actually was is laden with realist presuppositions.
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chapter are as follows: (1) no commentator has yet recognized the
logical connection between absolute presuppositions as logico-regulative
entities and the problem of re-thinking thoughts and (2) in and after
1935 Collingwood's doctrine of re-thinking or re-enactment moved in a
significantly new direction as the result of the working out of the
theory of absolute presuppositions just prior to the writing of The Idea
Of History.

Let us turn now to the first major claim of this chapter: no
commentator has yet recognized the logical connection between absolute
presuppositions as logico-regulative entities and the problem of re-
thinking thoughts.51 One reason that this logical connection has been
overlooked is that some commentators hold a certain view of the status
of absolute presuppositions which prevents them from seeing this logical
connection. As we have seen earlier, T.M. Knox explicitly holds the
view that absolute presuppositions are psychological entities and impli-
citly holds the view that these psychological entities are not an inte-
gral part of the logic of question and answer. With this interpretation,
Knox is prevented from claiming that there is a logical connection between

absolute presuppositions and the problem of re-thinking thoughts. It is

51. In this thesis we will not explicitly judge Collingwood's doctrine
of re-thinking or re-enactment. What we are claiming is that there
is an aspect of this doctrine that has been overlooked by the com-
mentators. If we are right, the judging or critical evaluation of
the doctrine of re-thinking or re-enactment will have to be taken up
in a new light. It might be suggested that we must judge Colling-
wood when we are attempting to re-think his thoughts. But, as we
have seen earlier, the judging question and the re-thinking question
are logically distinct. In this thesis, we have set aside the judg-
ing component even though it was involved when we attempted to under-
stand Collingwood.
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interesting to note that Knox's interpretation of absolute presuppositions
as psychological entities may have contributed to his view that Colling-
wood ends up in scepticism.52 With Knox's view that absolute presupposi-
tions are psychological entities, it would follow that absolute presup-
positions are to be studied like mere events. But, as we have seen in

the first section of this chapter, if we regard a question-and-answer
complex as a mere event or natural event, we will be plunged into scep-
ticism in regard to the possibility of re-enactment. Mere events 'pass
away' and cannot live on in the present. So if we regard absolute presup-
positions as psychological entities, it would be impossible for absolute
presuppositions to live on in the present. The result of Knox's view of
the status of absolute presuppositions is that the re-enactment of past
thought would be impossible because the historian could never uncover
absolute presuppositions in the present. Now, since Collingwood did re-
gard re-enactment as logically possible, this would be another reason for
not regarding absolute presuppositions as psychological entities. As we
see it, absolute presuppositions can be retrieved by the historian. Since
absolute presuppositions are an integral part of the logic of question and
answer and can be uncovered by logical analysis, absolute presuppositions
as a part of a question-and-answer complex can live on in the logical
present. With our interpretation, Collingwood would not be plunged into
scepticism in regard to the logical possibility of re-enactment. If we
are right, this evidence counts against Knox's view that Collingwood ends

up in scepticism.

52. T.M. Knox, The Idea Of History, p. xi.
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In addition to Knox, we would want to claim that Alan Donagan
misinterprets the status of absolute presuppositions. And, as we see it,
this also prevents Donagan from recognizing the logical connection between
absolute presuppositions and the problem of re-thinking thoughts. As we
have seen in Chapter II, Donagan holds the view that absolute presupposi-
tions are empirical propositions. In addition, Donagan does not think
that absolute presuppositions underlie history. Now, Donagan has pointed
out a 'problem' regarding the attempt to re-enact the absolute presupposi-
tions of natural science. Donagan claims that since the absolute presup-
positions of natural science are not answers to questions, they cannot be
recovered in the sense of being re-enacted.53 But, as we see it, Colling-
wood did not claim that absolute presuppositions are never answers to
questions. In fact, Collingwood explicitly stated that an absolute pre-
supposition can be an answer to an historical question.54 It is important
to make this poimt because one may want to claim, although Donagan doesn't,
that the re-enactment of the past thought of historical agents is impossible

because past thoughts are only uncovered by reconstrucing the problems

53. A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 268.

54. Donagan has also claimed that absolute presuppositions cannot be
recovered because they are not successful solutions to problems.
See A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, p. 268. As we see it, Donagan
makes two mistakes at this point. First of all, an absolute pre-
supposition can be a successful answer to an historical question.
For example, we can correctly describe one of the absolute pre-
suppositions of the science of Kant's day. Secondly, for Colling-
wood, whether a solution to a problem is successful or not is really
beside the point in an attempt at a re-enactment. Collingwood's
point is that we need evidence in order to re-enact. For Colling-
wood we can re-enact unsuccessful solutions to problems if we have
the evidence. See for example, An Autobiography, p. 131.




381

which they solved and therefore absolute presuppositions, which are not
answers to questions, camnot be recovered. But this objection will be
seen to miss the mark once it is recognized that absolute presuppositions
can be answers to historical questions and that, for Collingwood, abso-
lute presuppositions can be uncovered with the appropriate logical skills
and evidence. Donagan has also claimed that absolute presuppositions are
not acts of thought and that therefore they cannot be the proper objects
of a historical inquiry in regards to the task of uncovering the absolute

2 But Donagan has failed to recognize

presuppositions of natural science.
that absolute presuppositions are integral parts of a thought (i.e.
question-and-answer complex). Collingwood's point is that with a thought
it is usually the case that part of the thought is explicit and part of
the thought is implicit. And it is the historian's job to make both the
explicit and implicit part of the thought the objects of historical
inquiry. So it would appear as though Donagan is mistaken to claim that

absolute presuppositions cannot be proper objects of historical inquiry.

In fact, the whole point of An Essay on Metaphysics was to demonstrate

that absolute presuppositions are the proper objects of historical

inquiry.56 Once again it is important to make this point because one

55. A. Donagan, Later Philosophy, pp. 69,279.

56. (i) Absolute presuppositions are the proper objects of historical
inquiry which the metaphysician uncovers by using the methods of
history.

(ii) Donagan also fails to recognize that the historian must un-
cover the presuppositions of a question in order to understand the
question which the thinker attempted to answer. If presuppositions
were not the proper objects of historical inquiry, then questions
and answers could not be the proper objects of historical inquiry.
Donagan, then, fails to see that questions and answers cannot be
understood independently of presuppositions.
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could argue, although Donagan doesn't, that the re-enactment of the past
thoughts of historical agents is impossible because absolute presupposi-
tions, which are not acts of thought, cannot be recovered. But this
objection will also be seen to miss the mark once we realize that ques-
tions and answers logically arise from presuppositions, including abso-
lute presuppositions, and that therefore if we wish to re-enact a thought
we must uncover the presuppositions of the questions and answers.

Michael Krausz also agrees with Donagan that absolute presupposi-
tions cannot be the proper objects of historical inquiry. But Krausz
offers different arguments to support this claim. Krausz argues that
Collingwood does not provide adequate criteria for identifying absolute
presuppositions and argues that Collingwood holds the view that one can-
not uncover one's own absolute presuppositions.57 Krausz thinks that it
is for these two reasons that absolute presuppositions cannot be the
proper objects of historical inquiry. And these two arguments lead Krausz
to the conclusion that the re-enactment of past thought is impossible.58
Now Krausz, unlike Donagan, does see a relationship between absolute
presuppositions and the re-enactment of the past thought of historical
agents. And on this point we do agree with Krausz. But with Krasuz

this relationship is only referred to in a footnote and is not worked

57. M. Krausz, Critical Essays, p. 226.

58. Ibid., p. 226.
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out in any systematic way.59 In a footnote Krausz states: '"In The Idea
Of History Collingwood says that the historian discerns the thoughts of
historical agents by rethinking those thoughts in his own mind. Yet,
according to Collingwood's theory of meaning one could have the same
thoughts as another person only if the first person presupposed all the
second person's relevant presuppositions, including the second person's

w60 And so far we have no quarrel with Krausz's

absolute presuppositions.
footnote. But Krausz ends up arguing that Collingwood lands in scepti-
cism in regards to the possibility of re-enactment. Krausz continues and
completes the footnote saying: 'Lacking adequate criteria for identifi-
cation of absolute presuppositions, one could not know that an historian
had successfully rethought the thoughts of an historical agent. Colling-
would compounds the problem by maintaining that no person can be aware

of his own absolute presuppositions."61

Now, if our interpretation in
Chapters II and III of this thesis is correct, Collingwood does provide
adequate criteria for the identification of absolute presuppositions.

And we have also seen earlier where Collingwood explicitly states that

59. (i) Krausz sees no relationship between absolute presuppositions
and historical explanation, historical evidence and the historical
imagination. This is a major point of disagreement between our-
selves and Krausz.

(ii) E.M.F. Tomlin, Lionel Rubinoff, Louis Mink and M.H. Nielsen
have also suggested that there is a relationship between absolute
presuppositions and re-enactment or re-thinking. See E.M.F. Tomlin,
R.G. Collingwood, p. 12; L. Rubinoff, Reform of Metaphysics, p. 305;
L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, p. 182; and M.H. Nielsen,
"Re-enactment And Reconstruction", pp. 16-17. But none of these
commentators work out this relationship in any systematic way.

60. M. Krausz, Critical Essays, p. 226.

6l1. 1Ibid., p. 226. See also M. Krausz, Critical Essays, pp. 227-228.
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one can uncover not only the absolute presuppositions of the thinking
done by others, but the absolute presuppositions of our own thinking (EM,
43).62 If we are right, the grounds for Krausz's claim that Collingwood
ends up in scepticism in regard to the possibility of re-enactment do
not stand up to critical analysis. In other words, Krausz's two argu-
ments that are used to justify his claim that absolute presuppositions
are not the proper objects of historical inquiry appear to be mistaken.
Krausz has also argued that absolute presuppositions themselves are
devoid of meaning63, which, if this interpretation is correct, would
raise another problem in regards to the possibility of re-enactment.

But, as we see it, Krausz's claim that absolute presuppositions are
devoid of meaning rests on two errors. First, absolute presuppositions
cannot be separated from a question-and-answer complex, as Krausz impli-
citly suggests. Krausz divorces absolute presuppositions from the context
(i.e. question-and-answer complex) and then claims that absolute presup-

positions are devoid of meaning.65 Secondly, Krausz reduces all meaning

62. For Collingwood, it is important to uncover one's own absolute pre-
suppositions in order that one can work against the grain of them
when it is necessary. And it would be necessary to do this when an
author or agent holds different absolute presuppositions than the
historian does. Krausz's interpretation prevents him from seeing
this point.

63. M. Krausz, Critical Essays, p. 226.

64. But Krausz does not see that if he is right on this interpretative
point that this would raise a problem in regard to the possibility
of re-enactment.

65. Krausz does not see that absolute presuppositions are meaningful in
a question-and-answer complex and this is one reason that we are
claiming that Krausz does not see the logical connection between
absolute presuppositions as logico~regulative entities and the pro-
blem of re-thinking thoughts.
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to empirical meaning, a view which Collingwood rejects. Krausz makes
the mistake of restricting all meaning to the level of propositions66,
a view that Collingwood would regard as one of the central errors of
propositional logic.

Unlike Krausz, Peter Skagestad claims that Collingwood's doctrine
of re-enactment is ''self-contained" in such a way that this doctrine of
re-enactment can be fully understood independently of the theory of abso-
lute presuppositions.67 It will be recalled that Skagestad claims that
the theory of absolute presuppositions is meant to be a theory of histori-

cal explanation and that this theory is a completely different theory of

historical explanation from that offered in The Idea Of History (i.e. the

doctrine of re-enactment). As we see it, An Essay on Metaphysics is not

an attempt at an alternative theory of historical explanation, as Skagestad
claims. 1In the first section of this chapter we have attempted to demon-
strate that, for Collingwood, one cannot re-think an identical question-
and-answer complex without uncovering the metaphysical concepts that lie

at the foundation of a particular question-and-answer complex. This is

one point, among a number of points, that Skagestad misses by treating

the doctrine of re-enactment as though it were self-contained. We must
point out that Skagestad is not the only commentator who treats the doc-
trine of re-enactment as though it were self-contained in such a way that

this doctrine of re-enactment can be fully understood independently of

66. M. Krausz, Critical Essays, pp. 224-225. Krausz does say that rela-
tive presuppositions have meaning, but relative presuppositions are
still empirical propositions for Collingwood.

67. P. Skagestad, Making Sense of History, p, 85.
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the theory of absolute presuppositions. Most commentators, in fact, in-
cluding W. Dray, W.H. Walsh, Leon Goldstein, Rex Martin and W.J. Van Der
Dussen, treat the doctrine of re-enactment as though it were self-
contained.68
As we have just suggested, Rex Martin treats Collingwood's doc-
trine of re-enactment as though it were self-contained. As we see it,
this is the major reason that accounts for Martin claiming that Colling-
wood ends up in a thorough-going scepticism in regards to the possibility
of re-enactment.69 It will be recalled that, according to Martin, Colling-
wood argues against the "idea of an identity of nature between men at

70

different times.'"’~ For Martin, what Collingwood is left with is "a

transhistorical heterogeneity in the phenomena of human thought and

68. We are not saying that these commentators are necessarily committed
to Skagestad's view that there is a radical break between The Idea
Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics. We are only saying that
they implicitly hold Skagestad's view that the doctrine of re-
enactment is self-contained. In the case of Dray, his failure to
recognize the logical connection between absolute presuppositions
and re-enactment prevents him from seeing the relationship between
absolute presuppositions and rationality. For Collingwood, an ade-
quate theory of rationality camnot divorce itself from the doctrine
of absolute presuppositions. Before we can speak of 'the rational
thing to do', in reference to an agent's situation, we must be able
to uncover the agent's absolute presuppositions and attempt to dis-
cover what action for the agent would be rational, given that he
holds the absolute presuppositions that he does. For Collingwood,
an action can be rational from the agent's standpoint, even though
we do not hold the same absolute presuppositions that the agent
holds.

69. R. Martin, Historical Explanation, p. 222.

70. (i) Ibid., p. 18.
(i1) Donagan, Walsh and Mink also argue that Collingwood rejected
the notion of a uniform human nature. It would also appear as
though Rubinoff rejects the notion of a uniform human nature in his
int;ggretation of Collingwood. See L. Rubinoff, Reform Of Metaphysics,
P .
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action."71 As Martin sees it, one of Collingwood's primary assumptions
is transhistorical and cross-cultural difference at the mind-as-thought
level. And Martin argues that it is because Collingwood rejects the
notion of a uniform human nature that Collingwood ends up in a thorough-
going scepticism in regard to the possibility of re-enactment. Now, if
our analysis in Chapter IV is correct, Collingwood does accept the notion
of a permanent human nature. And in this chapter we have attempted to
demonstrate that this permanent human nature provides us with a trans-
historical context at the structural level of mind-as-thought. As we see
it, this transhistorical context (i.e. all men think and act in terms of
the logic of question and answer, including presuppositions) does allow
for the possibility of re-enactment. If Martin is right that there is no
perménent human nature at any level for Collingwood, then his conclusion
that Collingwood ends up in scepticism in regard. to the possibility of
re-enactment would follow. But, given our analysis, Collingwood is not
committed to thie radical dissimilarity thesis. Collingwood does have his
transhistorical principles and therefore it would appear as though Colling-
wood is not necessarily committed to a sceptical position in regard to

the possibility of re-enactment.72

71. R. Martin, Historical Explanation, p. 29.

72. (i) This identity between past and present at the structural level
of mind-as-thought is not to be confused with one question-and-answer
complex being 'identical' to 'another' question-and-answer complex.
It is the identity between past and present at the structural level
of mind-as-thought that allows for the logical possibility of one
question-and~answer complex being 'identical' to 'another' question-
and answer complex.

(i1) We agree with Martin that "historical understanding requires
transhistorical apPlication of the discursive principles ingredient

in a re-enactment."” See R. Martin, Historical Explanation, p. 222.

But Martin says that this claim is inconsistent with Collingwood's
position. It is at this point that we disagree with Martin. As we see
it, the above claim is quite consistent with Collingwood's position.
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As we have suggested above, W.J. Van Der Dussen also treats
Collingwood's doctrine of re-enactment as though it were self-contained
in such a way that this doctrine can be fully understood independently
of the theory of absolute presuppositions. This implicit interpretative
point in Van Der Dussen's analysis contributes to his failure to recog-
nize that, for Collingwood, there is a uniform human nature at the
structural level of mind-as-thought. Now it would be correct to say
that Van Der Dussen, unlike Martin, rejects the radical dissimilarity
thesis in his interpretation of Collingwood. But Van Der Dussen does
not attempt to justify this position.73 As we have attempted to demon-
strate, the 'pre-established harmony' that Collingwood speaks about in

The Idea Of History is based on the claim that there is a common human

nature at the structural level of mind-as-thought.74 Van Der Dussen makes
no mention of Collingwood's transhistorical principles that provide the
historian with a uniformity at the structural level of mind-as-thought.
According to our interpretation, it is transhistorical principles that
allow for the logical possibility of re-enactment. The logical condi-
tions necessary for re-thinking are still present because at the struc-
tural level of mind-as-thought there is a uniform human nature. Once we
have this uniformity at this structural level, as Collingwood thinks we
do, we can re-enact the thought of another human being if we can uncover

the content of thought that is contained within the transhistorical

73. W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 341.

74. Very little has been said in the literature about this pre-established
harmony that Collingwood refers to. In this chapter and in Chapter IV
we have offered an interpretation of what Collingwood means by this
expression.
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context. For Collingwood, if we can uncover the content of another per-
son's question-and-answer complex {i.e. the particular presuppositions,
the particular question, and the particular answer), we will have re~
enacted the identical thought of the other human being.75
Let us turn to the second major claim of this chapter: in and

after 1935 Collingwood's doctrine of re-thinking or re-enactment moved

in a significantly new direction as the result of the working out of the

75. The fact that Van Der Dussen treats Collingwood's doctrine of re-
enactment as though it were self-contained is evident when he turnms
to the question of whether or not Collingwood is a methodological
individualist. Van Der Dussen says that Collingwood is not a methodo-
logical individualist in the strict sense, as Donagan claims, because
certain holistic ideas play a role in actions of individuals. See
W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 325. But Van Der
Dussen is quick to add that Collingwood is not a holist either. We
agree with Van Der Dussen that Collingwood is not a methodological
individualist in the strict sense or a holist in the strict sense.
Collingwood's position appears to be an overlapping of the methodo-
logical individualist position and the holist position. Van Der
Dussen sees no logical connection between absolute presuppositions
and this issue. We have already attempted to show that there is a
logical connection between absolute presuppositions and the aims,
purposes, goals, and perceived situations of historical agents. For
Collingwood, there is also a relationship between absolute presup-
positions and holistic ideas. Collingwood does speak of the 'mind'
or 'spirit' of an 'age' and this 'mind' or 'spirit' would include
the absolute presuppositions of the 'age'. In An Essay on Metaphysics
Collingwood speaks of the absolute presuppositions of a society, at
any given phase of its history (EM, 48). (See also An Essay on Meta-
physics page 197 where Collingwood says that we need institutions to
perpetuate absolute presuppositions.) Van Der Dussen is right that,
for Collingwood, holistic ideas can have an explanatory role in
regards to the actions of individuals. And it would appear as though
Collingwood is saying that holistic ideas must be studied from within.
But, by treating re-enactment as though it were self-contained, Van
Der Dussen does not see how holistic ideas in reference to absolute
presuppositions can have explanatory power in regards to the actions
of individuals. Now, to avoid a possible misunderstanding, Colling-
wood is not saying that holistic ideas in regards to the actions of
individuals refer to a 'reality' that is independent of human beings.
As Collingwood says in reference to a society, "a society is nothing
over and above its members' (NL, 149).
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theory of absqlute presuppositions just prior to the writing of The Idea
Of History. One commentator who has failed to recognize this new turn

is W.J. Van Der Dussen. As we see it, Van Der Dussen fails to see the
importance of Collingwood's unpublished manuscripts from 1933 to 1935

for understanding the doctrine of re-enactment. Since Van Der Dussen
does not see the implications of this new evidence from 1933 to 1935, he
does not recognize that a re-interpretation of the doctrine of fe-enactment
is now warranted. According to Van Der Dussen, Collingwood's theory of
history as the re-thinking of past thoughts was worked out by him in the
so-called Die-manuscript of 1928.76 And Van Der Dussen concludes that
the basic principles of Collingwood's ideas on history had been developed

by 1930.77

As we see it, with Van Der Dussen's analysis, we have a

failure to see the logical connection between absolute presuppositions

and the problem of re-thinking thoughts. If Van Der Dussen had seen this
important aspect of Collingwood's philosophy of history in and after 1935,
he would have realized that we do not find the final theory of re-enactment
in 1928. As we have pointed out in the first section of this chapter,
there is no mention of Collingwood's doctrine of absolute presuppositions
in the Die-manuscript of 1928. It is the claim of this thesis that
Collingwood revised his theory of re-thinking thoughts that he worked on

in his earlier writings, including the Die-manuscript of 1928, in terms

of his doctrine of absolute presuppositions in the 1935-1936 papers on

76. W.J. Van Der Dussen, History As A Science, p. 41.

77. Ibid., p. 41.
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history.78

Louis Mink also fails to recognize that Collingwood's doctrine
of re-enactment moved in a significantly new direction in and after 1935.
Mink does make the suggestive claim that there is a relationship between

absolute presuppositions and re-enactment79

, but this claim is not worked
out in any systematic way. For Mink, this relationship can only be seen
retrospectively. It will be recalled that Mink claimed that the theory
of absolute presuppositions only throws retrospective light on The Idea

80 Mink has also claimed that the 'a priori' imagination is

Of History.
an early formulation of the doctrine of absolute presuppositions, and
this claim also partially accounts for Mink's failure to recognize the
logical connection between absolute presuppositions and the problem of
re~-thinking thoughts. This is thé case because there is no mention of
the 'a priori' imagination in '"Human Nature And Human History' and "His-

tory As Re-enactment Of Past Experience'' both of which contain discussions

of the doctrine of re-thinking or re-enactment. So by confusing the ‘'a

——

78. Given our analysis in this chapter, William Debbins is mistaken to
claim that "from the earlier essays to the later works there is no
significant change in Collingwood's conception of history or philosophy
of history." W. Debbins, Essays, pp. xxxi-xxxii.

79. L. Mink, Mind, History And Dialectic, p. 182.

80. We have already stated that M.H. Nielsen and E.M.F. Tomlin have
suggested that there is a relationship between absolute presupposi-
tions and re-enactment. See footnote #59 in this chapter. It would
appear as though Nielsen, like Mink, holds the late development
thesis. Nielsen only suggests that there is a relationship between
absolute Presuppositions and re-enactment in Collingwood's paper
entitled "History As Re-enactment Of Past Experience" which was
revised and completed in 1939. And in Tomlin's case, he takes no
stand on the question of when Collingwood developed his theory of
absolute presuppositions.
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priori' imagination with the theory of absolute presuppositions and by
not tracing the genuine theory of absolute presuppositions back to the

'period' just prior to The Idea Of History, Mink overlooks the important

logical connection between absolute presuppositions and re-enactment in
and after 1935.%1

Lionel Rubinoff also fails to recognize that Collingwood's
doctrine of re-enactment moved in a significantly new direction in and
after 1935. And this is the case even though Rubinoff, unlike Mink, re-
jects the late development thesis. Earlier we argued that Rubinoff's
account of the development of the theory of absolute presuppositions is
not discriminating enough. Now Rubinoff has suggested that there is a
relationship between absolute presuppositions and re-enactmentsz, but
this suggestion is not worked out in any systematic way. As we see it,

one reason that accounts for Rubinoff not working out this suggestive

claim is that he interprets the doctrine of re-enactment in terms of the

81. Mink has also claimed that the theory of absolute presuppositions pre-
supposes the logic of question and answer. See L. Mink, Mind, History

And Dialectic, p. 126. As we see it, this claim is based on at least
two errors. First, the theory of absolute presuppositions cannot be

divorced from the logic of question and answer. And secondly, absolute

presuppositions, for Collingwood, are logically more fundamental than

questions and answers. These two errors may also partially account for

Mink's failure to recognize the logical commection that we are arguing

for. It would be correct to say that the theory of absolute presupposi-

tions assumes the logic of question and answer in a chronological
sense. But this is a point that Mink does not make.

82. L. Rubinoff, Reform of Metaphysics, p. 305. This claim appears to be
inconsistent with his other claim that re-enactment itself is a pre-
supposition. See L. Rubinoff, Reform Of Metaphysics, pp. 282-283.
also footnote #44 in this chapter. The claim that re-enactment itself
is a presupposition appears to have contributed to Rubinoff's failure
to recognize the logical connection that we are arguing for.
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theoretical framework of Speculum Mentis. Rubinoff's interpretative

framework (i.e. Collingwood's theoretical concepts of the mid-1920's)

leads him to claim that in The Idea Of History Collingwood rejected the
83

concept of the past as a thing in itself. But, as we have seen earlier,

in The Idea Of History Collingwood explicitly accepted the concept of the

past as a thing in itself. Collingwood says that it is '"'the historian's
business...to apprehend the past as a thing in itself, to say for example
that so many years ago such-and-such events actually happened" (IH, 3).
It would be correct to say that in 1925 Collingwood did reject the con-
cept of a past as a thing in itself. In '"The Nature and Aims of a
Philosophy of History" (1925) Collingwood denied that it was possible to
uncover the past as it actually happened. And the rejection of the con-
cept of a past as a thing in itself included the view that it was not
possible to re-enact an identical thought. In 1925 Collingwood was say-
ing that the past as a thing in itself was external to the historian.
Collingwood states: ''Consequently he is always the spectator of a life
in which he does not participate: he sees the world of fact as if it

84 14 1925

were across a gulf which, as an historian, he cannot bridge."
Collingwood thought that there were obstacles, including the historian's
own perspective, in the way of uncovering the past as a thing in itself.

But this is not Collingwood's position in The Idea Of History. In The

Idea Of History Collingwood did not think that there was a ''gulf" that

83. L. Rubinoff, Reform Of Metaphysics, pp. 139, 296.

84. R.G. Collingwood, "The Nature and Aims of a Philosophy of History',
Proc. Aris. Soc. XXV (1924-1925), pp. 164-165.
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could not be "bridged" between the historian and the past as it actually
happened. Collingwood had come to the conclusion that there was a trans-
historical context that all perspectives fit into and that this allowed

85

for the logical possibility of uncovering the past as a thing in itself.

It would appear that since Rubinoff interprets The Idea Of History in

terms of the theoretical framework of Collingwood's mid-1920's 'period',

that he is led to the conclusion that in The Idea Of History Collingwood

continued to reject the concept of the past as a thing in itself.86 As

85. In The Idea Of History Collingwood argued that only past contexts
of immediacy were external to the historian. The logic of past
question-and-answer complexes could be uncovered and therefore,
for Collingwood, this logic was not necessarily external to the his-
torian. And so, Collingwood no longer collapsed question-and-answer
complexes and contexts of immediacy.

86. (i) As we see it, the whole point of speaking about an identical
thought in The Idea Of History was to defend the notion of a past as
a thing in itself. This is a point which Rubinoff apparently over-
looks.

(ii) 1In The Idea Of History Collingwood came to the conclusion that
thinkers like Croce and Oakeshott had reduced all thinking to the con-
text of immediacy and it was for this reason that they denied the
concept of a past in itself (IH, 154-159, 202). With Croce and
Oakeshott it is denied that historical knowledge is knowledge of past
thought. And when Collingwood criticizes Croce and Oakeshott in The
Idea Of History, he is implicitly criticizing his own position of
1925. As the result of reducing all thought to the context of imme-
diacy, Croce and Oakeshott end up arguing that it is impossible to
re-think an identical thought. With Rubinoff's interpretation of
The Idea Of History, he fails to see the significance of Collingwood's
attack on Croce and Oakeshott. And it would also appear as though
Stephen Toulmin has overlooked the significance of Collingwood's
attack on Croce and Oakeshott. See S. Toulmin, Essays, p. 206. We
could add at this point that there is another thinker who like Croce
and Oakeshott reduces all thinking to the context of immediacy, namely
H.G. Gadamer. Gadamer claims that to understand is to understand
differently. See H.G. Gadamer, Truth And Method. (Although Colling-
wood accepted the view that to understand is to understand differ-

" ently in 1925, he had relinquished this view by the time he wrote
the papers on history that make up The Idea Of History. Did

(continued on p. 395)




395

we see it, although Collingwood did deny in 1925 that it was possible to
re~-think an identical thought, by the time he wrote the papers that make

up The Idea Of History he had relinquished this position. With Rubinoff's

interpretation, there is nothing to account for Collingwood's move from
the position of 1925 that we camnot re-think an identical thought to the
later position that we can re-think an identical thought. And this is
the case because Rubinoff argues that Collingwood did not change his
position in any substantial way after the mid-1920's. Now it should be
noted that already in his essay ''Oswald Spengler and the Theory of His-
torical Cycles'" (1927) Collingwood had some doubts as to his position in
1925 that we cannot re-think an identical thought. In 1927 Collingwood
claimed that Spengler contradicted himself when he argued that we cannot

understand another culture. It will be recalled that Spengler claimed

86. continued. Collingwood's 1925 position on understanding have anything
to do with his Hegelianism during the mid-1920's? If it did, an
Hegelian framework may have somethinz to do with Gadamer's view on
understanding and Rubinoff's interpretation of Collingwood.) As we
will see shortly, Collingwood, according to his analysis in 1927 and
in The Idea Of History, would regard Gadamer's claim that to under-
stand 1s to understand differently as contradictory. This is the
case because implicitly in this claim one is assuming that one knows
how the 'understanding' is different. We should also add that
Collingwood would agree with Gadamer that the logic of question and
answer can be seen as an hermeneutics. And Collingwood would agree
with Gadamer that the context of immediacy is different in a re-
enactment and in this sense to understand is to understand differ-
ently. But Collingwood would not agree with Gadamer that to under-
stand is to understand differently in all senses. It will be re-
called that, for Collingwood,the logic of a question-and-answer
complex cannot be reduced to the context of immediacy. Collingwood
thinks that if we have the appropriate evidence and logical skills
that we can understand the identical question-and-answer complex.
Although a past context of immediacy cannot live on in the logical
present, a past thought can, says Collingwood. This would be a point
that Gadamer, following Croce and Oakeshott, overlooks.
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that we cannot understand another culture because we come to that culture
with a different point of view or perspective. But in this 1927 publica-
tion, Collingwood pointed out that the claim that we do not understand
another culture already presupposes understanding. Unless we understand
another culture well enough to know that we do not understand it completely,
we can never have reason to suspect that our errors about it are erroneous.87
And by attacking Spengler's sceptical position in regards to the pos-
sibility of understanding, Collingwood was implicitly criticizing his

own position in 1925.88

But, in 1927, although he attacks Spengler and
implicitly his own position of 1925, Collingwood does not offer a new
position on the subject of understanding. It wasn't until a year later
in 1928 in the unpublished Die-manuscript that Collingwood began to work
out a new position on the subject of re-thinking or re-enactment. And
his final position on this subject was not worked out until he turned to

89

the papers that make up The Idea Of History. Now in The Idea Of History

87. Collingwood was beginning to move to the position that one camnot
talk of difference without identity (or at least the regulative idea
of identity) since identity and difference are correlative. To
argue only for difference leads one into a contradictory position.

88. As we have seen before, Collingwood was fond of criticizing a thinker
for holding a certain view which Collingwood himself had held at a
previous stage in his own thinking.

89. We wish to conjecture that the reason Collingwood didn't publish the
Die-manuscript was that he still didn't have a ground or basis for
re-thinking. Collingwood didn't work out the ground or basis for re-
thinking until he uncovered the principles of metaphysics in the
early 1930's. And in The Idea Of History these principles of meta-
physics allowed for the re-thinking of an identical thought. The
strength of our interpretation is that we can account for the move
from the position of 1925 to the position of 1936. As far as we
know, no other commentator has offered an interpretation of Colling-
wood's thought between 1925 and 1936 that accounts for this about-
face on Collingwood's part regarding the possibility of re-thinking
an identical thought.
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Collingwood did regard the problem of understanding as being a much more
difficult problem than he had previously thought. And this was the case
because he now thought that one had to uncover the absolute presupposi-
tions of a question-and-answer complex in order to re-think an identical
thought. But, Collingwood thought that with the appropriate evidence and
logical skills it was possible to uncover an identical question-and-answer
complex, including presuppositions. And it would be correct to say that

Collingwood ended up reaffirming a view espoused in Religion And Philosophy

which is that ''complete communication' is a regulative ideal. But in The

Idea Of History Collingwood was of the opinion that the problem of under-

standing was much more complicated than he had previously suggested in

his earlier writings, including Religion And Philosophy.




CONCLUSION

The fundamental contention of this thesis is that there is a new
turn in Collingwood's philosophy of history in and after 1935 and that
this new turn is the result of Collingwood working out his theory of
absolute presuppositions in the early 1930's. In our opening chapter
we attempted to situate the theory of absolute presuppositions in Colling-
wood's intellectual development. We argued that Collingwood was working
on his theory of absolute presuppositions in the early 1930's and that
the complete theory was worked out by 1935. Collingwood's unpublished
manuscripts were examined in an attempt to justify this claim. We argued
that the unpublished responses to Ayer in 1933 and Ryle in 1935 were
necessary before Collingwood could develop his theory. And it appears

to be the case that the major claims of An Essay on Metaphysics has been

made by 1935, although there is no explicit mention of the theory of abso-
lute presuppositions in any of Collingwood's published writings until
1939-1940.

In our second chapter we attempted to uncover the status of an
absolute presupposition. It was our claim that absolute presuppositions
are to be regarded as logico-regulative entities. By calling absolute
presuppositions logical entities, we wanted to stress that absolute pre-
suppositions are an integral part of the logic of question and answer.

And by calling absolute presuppositions regulative entities, we wanted
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to stress that absolute presuppositions regulate a particular question-
and-answer complex as the result of being logically first. We also
attempted to demonstrate that, for Collingwood, absolute presuppositions
underlie all science and not just natural science. One major conclusion
of this chapter was that there is an important logical connection between
the doctrine of absolute presuppositions and the science called history.
Our analysis appears to indicate that Collingwood does not hold the self-
contained thesis.

In our third chapter we argued that Collingwood offers a founda-
tionalist account of knowledge. But, he is a foundationalist in a wunique
sense because a foundation of absolute presuppositions can shift and change.
This position, however, does not commit Collingwood to the radical concep-
tual revolution thesis. We also attempted to demonstrate that Collingwood
can solve the problem of conceptual change in consistently rational terms
and that he does not end up in scepticism or relativism as the result of
his analysis of conceptual change. Our analysis appears to indicate that
Collingwood does not hold the irrationalist thesis. The aim of this chapter,
and the previous chapter, was to clarify the theory of absolute presupposi-
tions as best we could before we moved on to defend our claim that there
is a new turn in Collingwood's philosophy of history in and after 1935.

In Chapter IV we attempted to demonstrate that there is an important
logical connection between the theory of absolute presuppositions and the
problem of historical explanation as this problem is dealt with in ''Human
Nature And Human History'. We argued that absolute presuppositions under-
lie all attempts at a theory of historical explanation and that the theory

of absolute presuppositions itself is not to be seen as an attempt at a
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theory of historical explanation. It was suggested that there is no
radical break on the subject of historical explanation between The Idea

Of History and An Essay on Metaphysics. Our analysis gives added weight

to the claim that the discontinuity thesis (or radical conversion hypo-
thesis) is mistaken.

In Chapter V it was our claim that Collingwood was led to examine
(or re-examine) Bradley's '"The Presuppositions of Critical History" in
"The Historical Imagination" (1935) due to the fact that the theory of
absolute presuppositions was developed just prior to the writing of this
paper. It was suggested that this examination of Bradley's essay was the
next logical step in Collingwood's analysis of history, given the 'period'
in which Collingwood worked out his theory of absolute presuppositions.
Bradley speaks of absolute presuppositions, but Collingwood argues that
absolute presuppositions are not givens and empirical presuppositions, as
Bradley claims. For Collingwood, absolute presuppositions are 'accepted'
for a time as givens and are metaphysical presuppositions. We attempted
to demonstrate that Collingwood's absolute presuppositions logically regu-
late the historical imagination and that the historical imagination has
changed over time as the result of absolute presuppositions changing.

In Chapter VI we examined '"Historical Evidence' and continued our
analysis of the new turn in Collingwood's philosophy of history. We argued
that there is a logico-regulative relationship of absolute presuppositions
to historical evidence. We attempted to show that the historian, like
every scientist, distinguishes between evidence and non-evidence in terms
of guestion-and-answer complexes, which in and after 1935 included abso-

lute presuppositions. Since questions set the historian off looking for
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evidence, and questions logically arise from presuppositions, including -
absolute presuppositions, we were led to the view that the historian's
absolute presuppositions will logically regulate what he considers to be
evidence.

In Chapter VII we turned to the problem of re-thinking thoughts.
We suggested that it was necessary to account for Collingwood's acceptance
of the incommensurate thesis in 1925 and his rejection of this thesis in
1936 for question-and-answer complexes. We argued that it was Colling-
wood's newly uncovered principles of metaphysics in the early 1930's that
accounts for his about-face on the subject of re-thinking question-and-
answer complexes. Collingwood still accepted the incommensurate thesis
for contexts of immediacy, and so his new position was not a radical change,
but his principles of metaphysics did allow for the re-thinking of an iden-
tical question-and-answer complex. We suggested that Collingwood's prin-
ciples of metaphysics provided a basis or ground for re-thinking in the
sense that they gave us a transhistorical context or uniformity or pre-
established harmony at the structural level of mind-as-thought. This basis
or ground made it logically possible to retrieve a past question-and-answer
complex for it allowed the question-and-answer complex to logically live
on in the present. We also argued that one could not re-think an identical
question-and-answer complex without uncovering the absolute presuppositions
that lie at the foundation of a question-and-answer complex. But, with
Collingwood's identity thesis, we claimed that he was not committed to

the intuitionist thesis or the infallibility thesis.
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