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deserved that name, is being torn asunder. In Cyprus and Greece,
in the tension between Isreal and the Arab states and between
India and Pakistan, there is little comfort; in France, Italy and
Greece the trend is unmistakably towards Popular Front régimes
and a reversal of alliances; the economic crisis in Britain will be
increasingly exploited by Moscow’s agents with a view to pro-
ducing friction between London and Washington over the question
of trade with the Iron Curtain powers.

Future indiscretions by Moscow may arrest the present centri-
fugal tendencies within the West; fear may once more act s
unifying agent; but, as the Kremlin’s peace offensive has already

demonstrated, a Western unity based only on fear can be casly

dispersed by a subtle exploitation of post-Christian man’s fear of
atomic annthilation. A messianic faith alone can unite the Wes

It was the Faith that inhibited the totalitarian tendencies of

Italian Fascism and the Spanish Falange, as it was the Faithful who
offered the most determined resistance to Nazi totalitarianism,

Yet so powerful is the influence of naturalism that any attempt
to unite the West under Christian leadership is likely to mex
determined and uncompromising resistance. Witness the sabotage
of ED.C. by both the major political parties in this country
well as by the laicists in France; and the readiness of the latter ta
unite with the Communists and thus jeopardise the security of the
nation rather than grant elementary justice in education to the
Catholic citizens of the Republic. The unpleasant truth is that o
long as the dominant tone of our society is post-Christi,
Western unity will continue to be clusive. If the Kremlin ca
maintain the unity, and thus the striking power, of the régin,
then, unless there is a decisive spiritual awakening in the Westin
the immediate future, there is no reason why Soviet Communisn
should not be able to achieve its immediate goal of isolating
U.S. and of dominating India and what remains of free Europ
long before 1084.

THE ACHIEVEMENT OF
HERBERT BUTTERFIELD

By
RUSSELL KIRK

omE PEOPLE have compared Professor Butterfield with Lord
Acton, as an historian; and, though Butterfield has published
U several import'mt books while Acton published none in his

Hetime, the comparison is just. It is quite possible that, Mr.

Buerfield’s increasing influence and power of imagination
onsidered, the rwcnl:y—ﬁlbt century will acknowledge its debe
nhim as frankly as our generation owns its debt to Acton. This
pesent little book, founded on Professor Butterfield’s recent
Wiles Lectures at Belfast, displays his philosophical penetration
mro the essence of history, and his great scholarship, as well as
m)th1ng in his previous work, and may exercise a power upon

tie minds of writers and teachers of history, in the long run, more
emarhbh than his already pervasive insights and suggestions
wntained in George III, Lord North, and the People, The Whig
Ierpretation of History, Christianity, Diplomacy, and War, and his
ather historical essays.

Recently T lectured on “The Age of Boredom in English
Letters.” T was not very cheerful; but some people in my audience
p’otested justly, that T had not said enough about one field of
ktters in which English scholarship and sryl(:, and public appre-
dation, are flowering, rather than sinking into the sere and ycllow
laf: history. Just so. There still is an intelligent public for serious
listorical studies, if these books are marked by some degree of
imagination; our present discontents have stimulated a commend-
ble appetite for real knowledge of the past, from which most
worldly wisdom is derived. And our time of troubles has
acouraged, in England particularly, a revival of philosophical
iistorical speculation of the highest order. (American historical

! Man on his Past: the Study of the History of Historical Scholarship, by Herbert
Butterfield (Cambridge University Press 225 6d).
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writing, I must add, remains in sorry plight, for the most par,
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though there are scattered siFns of a regeneration here, too, o

which Professor Eric Voegelin's forthcoming volumes entited
Order and Symbol probably are the most important. One of d
few judgments of Professor Butterficld with which I happen to
disagree is this: “Yet when I reflect on the cultural lea ership
which the United States and Russia have come to enjoy sinc
the Sccond World War—and when [ compare this with te
situation of twenty years ago—I am staggered to see how sud
matters are affected by a mere redistribution of power.” The
“cultural leadership” of America and Russia now manifest is nat
I fear, cultural as Mr. T. S. Eliot defines culture.)

Well, in this resurrection of historical wisdom, Mr. Butterfild
has had a most important role—more important, I am inclined
to think, than Professor Toynbec's role will be judged by d
rising generation. The immense bank and capital of Christin
wisdom gives to the work of Mr. Butterfield, as to that of Mr.
Christopher Dawson and others, a force superior to that of the

rationalist historians who for a century dominated modem

gifts of

scholarship; and Mr. Butterfield joins to this legacy
intuition and interpretation rare even in the noble bulk of Englih
historical scholarsgip. Systems founded upon pure philosophy
rarely endure beyond the generation which crcate(f them, zs
Professor Butterfield suggests; but letters and scholarship rootedin
the solid ground of religious tradition live on and on. “The

]liStOI'i:lll who survives seems to be the one who in some way or-

other gives hints of a deeper tide in the affairs of men,” M:.
Butterfield writes. “If those whom the general reader has chosn
for survival are considered by the professional scholar to have
been in some sense unworthy of so great an honour, it does not

appear that cither the verdict of the profession or the history of -

historiography is going to alter that decree.” Professor Butterficld,
I feel sure, will be one of the survivors when, a century from now,

“the author of a hundredweight of heavy historical tomes hs -

them piled upon his grave, to hold him securely down.” But
neither will really competent professional scholars presume to
dispute Butterfield’s right to survival. So it is with Acton, upo
whom Mr. Butterficld is the keenest of commentators.

Man on his Past is a series of essays into the history of historio-

graphy, concerned especially with the work and influence of ;

- They may
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Acton and Ranke. I hope that it may compel various teachers of
history to re-read the Eoeoks of those two powerful minds—or,
pethaps, to read them for the first time. What passes for historio-
graphy even at the better American universities (and I cannot
speck with any authority of such studies at the English and
continental - universities, though I know something of the
Scottish, which are in a fairly healthy condition in this respect) is
dhiefly cant and slogan, founded upon a hasty reading of hasty
rtionalistic commentarics upon great historical works which
even the lecturer has not condescended to read. (Professor Allan
Nevins's little book on historians, widely used as a text in the
United States, is a discouraging example of this superficiality and
pasitive ignorance of scholarship.) I know of a professor at a
middlewestern university who takes Professor Toynbee’s works
for Holy Writ; and yet he did not hesitate to announce to his
dass in historiography, “Of course I haven't read A Study of
History. 've read Somervell’s abridgement. You have to go to
jil to find time to read the original.” This refreshing candour,
for which there is much to be said, is unfortunately rare, so that
the student takes his lecturer’s utterances as founded upon the
most thorough study—and passes on cant and slogan, in turn, to
the lower echelons of the vast dull educational system. Now
Professor Butterfield eschews cant as thoroughly as did Samuel
Johnson; and he will get a hearing; and the teachers of historio-
graphy may begin to perceive that every generation ought to read
dfresh the principal works of the really important historians.
fcam, too, that history cannot be, after all, an exact
wience, and that one of its principal virtues is its acknowledgement
of the mystery that envelops the greater currents of human affairs.
Icannot undertake here any sufficient summary of Mr. Butter-
feld’s analysis of Acton and of Ranke. The cogency of his
aiticisms may be suggested, however, by the following passages
from Man on his Past. The first is the gist of his view of Acton’s
acomplishment; Acton believed that—

“It is the office of historical science to maintain morality as the
sole impartial criterion of men and things” and that “To dcveloP
and perfect and arm conscience is the great achievement of history.”
He recognised that this applied in the field of historical research; and
* he saw that pupils of Ranke, though intellectually inferior to their
master, were quickly able to surpass him in the development of
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their method. He insists, however, that all this has reference onlyt
what he calls “the mere grammar of the work.” And he adds: "W
want brains for the higher objects of history—the difference betwes
knowledge of facts and the energetic understanding of their sip
nificance is so serious.” For him, historical study has a pealy
relationship not only with morality but also with religion. . ..
all these i]fustrations there was something important which Adun
was secking to express. Furthermore, for him there existed a kindd
historical thinking which was co-ordinate with scientific though

and capable of functioning when one’s history is at various levk}:

of generalisation. Over and above this, there were ways, no doct,

in which he gave to technical history a sovereign role which it ougt}
not to be allowed to claim. Some might regard this as the resultd}.

theorising about history; but the person who studies the past withot
cxamining his assumptions is liabl};

what I might call absent-mindedness. . . . It has been suggested tx
from about 1900 the ninetcenth-century rivalry between ic historid

and the scientific view of things was finally resolved by the victoryd §

the scientist. If Acton’s notions of the prospects and the importane
of history now scem to go too far, this change in the world sire
1900 may help to account for the differences berween his view o
the matter and ours. It may also help to explain why we have sint
become more the masters of things.g

in our attempts to deal with human relations,

Now Professor Butterfield is a true disciple of Acton in thi
that he does not confound the mere knowledge of facts and te
energetic understanding of their significance. As Mr. Butterfill
himself writes, “In the last resort, sheer insight is the greatst
asset of all.” But he appreciates the necessity, nevertheless, fors

roper mastery of the pertinent facts—which, as he discloses
his article on “Lord Acton and the Massacre of St. Bartholomey”
(the concluding chapter in this book), Acton failed to obtin
when he endeavoured to plumb the depths of that old o

troversy. Mr. Butterfield’s own careful scholarship, lit up by hig §

imaginative gifts, ought to go far to redress the balance in favou
of the historian, as opposed to the scientist; and to help us lan

afresh that we the living, in our relations with one another, nest -

always to remember how, in Le Bon’s phrase, “the dead alont
give us encrgy.”
As for Mr. Butterfield’s examination of Ranke, 1 offer

following observation, courageously superior to the shably|

to fall into the same error through | -

ut have not equally progres |-

ACHIEVEMENT OF HERBERT BUTTERFIELD 271

generalisations about that scholar which lumber through nearly

all the popular accounts of nineteenth~century thought:

Some of us may believe that in his capacity as an “official historian”
Ranke made decisions that are to be regretted, but it is a mistake to
see him as 2 man eager to reflect the Prussian and nationalistic
developments in nineteenth-century Germany. The fact that he
abstracted himself from the contemporary scene was the reason why
he was so greatly reproached by his fellow-countrymen; and it is
the reason why so much of his thinking continues to have relevance
for us, even after the nincteenth century has passed. At one moment,
in order to assist in safeguarding the world against some of the
dangerous tendencies of his time, he tried to frighten King Maxi-
milian of Bavaria with two of the most dreaded bogeys in that
generation. In his hostility to the idea of the absolutist state he said
that if such an idea ever became realised in Germany, the result
would be first of all the establishment of a republic, and then the
installation of Communism. By such remarks as this we can measure
his animosity against any notion of absolutism.

A generous toleration of this character runs through Mr.
-Butterfield’s whole historiographical essay. As he writes, “It is
‘possible for us to be right in our criticism of their [Ranke’s
school's] views, and yet be more superficial than they themselves
were. It is possible for us to be more slipshod in our subservience

. tothe fashions of the mid-twentieth century than these men were

‘i relation to the different ideas of a hundred years ago.” And he
.proceeds to relate this prudent thesis to present questions of
mternational history and abstract genecralisation. Mr. Butterfield

E himself never falls into this pit.

The reader will not find Man on his Past to be a systematic

' treatise upon historical method; rather, it is a vindication of the

wle of the general historian, as distinguished from that of the
ﬂ:ecialist, the chronicler, and the antiquary. His main intention
i to provide examples of the varied ways in which the history
of historiography may be approached by those who wish to
- aarry its study into regions of fresh discovery.” His own asides
are often his best instances of fresh discovery in this broad field.
One of these expeditions of discovery is Mr. Butterfield’s
“description of Edmund Burke as an historian: “It was Edmund
Burke who—having recovered contact with the historical
_ichicvements of Restoration England—excrted the presiding
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influence over the historical movement of the ninetcenth centur,
at least in respect of the point that we are now consideriz
[historical-mindedness]).” He shares Acton’s conviction t

“behind this whole ‘aspect of the historical movement [&f
reaction against cighteenth-century rationalism] there stands !&Lf

importance of Burke's Abridgement of English History, which soxf

figure of Edmund Burke”; and, with Acton, he recognises the hig

scholars have so much underestimated as to doubt even Burk
authorship of the work. History, Acton wrote, “hails from Buk
as Education from Helvetius, or Emancipation from the Quakes’
This is the old Acton writing. Mr. Butterfield himself bew
understands Burke, and Burke’s general principles, than eithert:
old Acton or the young Acton did, but he cngorses Acton inth
judgment. In Butterfield’s pages, as in Burke’s and in Acton)
what Acton called “the missing ingredient of imagination’
missing, that is, from the work of the eighteenth-centu
philosophes and that of the nineteenth-century rationalisk

istorians—is restored to its proper ascendancy.

Another sample of Professor Butterfield's imaginative prescient
is his section on “The Idea of Providence” in his lecture o

“Ranke and the Conception of ‘General History’ "—a valubk}
supplement to his observations on the same theme in his eadir}

books. Ranke, he points out, though he talked much of Prow

dence, removed Providence to the periphery of the story. Aaa}

after some vacillation, identified Providence with Progms
declaring that unless Progress exists, there can be no God i
history. Newman—at least in Acton’s view—saw God workiy
only upon the inner life of man, in biography but not in histor;
Providence operating upon personalities, but not upon grad
historical events. Mr. Butterfield himself argues that there i
more than one level at which men can do their thinking, and th

Providence remains a reality, though often a reality incapable f ;
ning §

mundane description and delimitation, that needs to be t
account after the other levels of historical analysis have be
explored. He takes Rome for his example, and concludes,

Thirdly, I may say that the fall of Rome was the judgment of Gol
on a avilisation; perhaps also it was the best thing which the w
of men allowed Providence to achieve at that moment; it wa
even the way to a better world, a harder and longer way beaw
men themselves had closed up the more easy one. And here itz
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! Providence which does not merely act (as Ranke’s Providence seems
| toact) at marginal points or by remote control, but which touches
all the details and the intimacies of life, embracing even the other
things that have been mentioned, since the world of free will and
¢ . the world of law both lie within it. . . . And we, too, need not be
the slaves of our analytical methods—we may still praise God, and
not merely do honour to scientific laws, at the coming of spring;
and we may thank Providence rather than Chance for those “con-
junctures” which seem to matter so much both in life and in history.

Well! Here is a real mind at work, enlivened by what
Coleridge properly called the imagination, as distinguished from
the mere understanding. The scholar who becomes the slave of
kis own techniques, Mr. Butterficld suggests, cuts himsc!f off
from the deeper sources of wisdom; if he denies the possibility of

j my knowledge outside the compass of his own “scientific”

' method, he exposes our age to the danger of a general servitude
' t0its own technology. The modern age requires a proper recog-

: nition of the several levels of study and analysis more than did any

earlier age: the necessity is part of our growing-up. And Pro-
' fesor Butterfield is one of our ablest guardians against the hybris
oftechnology and technical history—the better guardian for being
perhaps the keenest historian of the part of science in modern
: dvilisation. “The technical student in any branch of science or
laming,” he writes, “is arguing in a circle if he thinks that his
wsearches have in fact eliminated from life the things which for
 technical reasons he had climinated in advance from his con-
- ideration. In reality, the poet, the prophet, the novelist and the
hywright command sublimer realms than those of technical
Ektory because they reconstitute life in its wholeness. The history
of historiography may help us to keep the technical historian in
| s place.”
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