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Introduction

This book has two purposes. One is to answer some difficult questions relating to some important events in the fourteenth century of a covert or conspiratorial nature, and to explore their implications. The other is to consider whether a philosophy of history that is sensitive to doubt and the theoretical work of postmodernists and critical theorists can, through a process of rigorous analysis, produce instances of historical certainty. In other words, can any of our answers to the difficult questions ever be more than a matter of opinion?

As most readers will be aware, the background to the first of these themes is my sequence of biographies of medieval individuals. Four volumes have appeared to date, dealing with the lives of Sir Roger Mortimer, EdwardIII and HenryIV, and that of Henry V in the year 1415. When appraising key political leaders in a new way, it is inevitable that previously unasked questions will arise. In answering these it has sometimes been sufficient to supply an appendix in the relevant volume explaining the reason for discounting the traditional explanation. However, in a few cases, the radical nature of a piece of revisionism has required an article to be drawn up for the peer-reviewed press. Each of these articles in turn has provoked me to think about historical methodology and to consider whether the traditional approach to determining historical facts is reliable. This has a particular relevance in the wake of postmodernism, for it may be said that many historians (especially medievalists) have failed to answer many of the criticisms of postmodernism and critical theory, and have continued writing history in spite of the intellectual developments of the rest of the world, increasingly addressing only a small peer group of scholarly colleagues. The end result is that history has begun to diverge from the intellectual mainstream of society, through refusing to answer its critics. As will be seen in this book, there is still a feeling among some historians that criticisms of their authority  that is to say, the historians right to give an opinion on the past  must be answered by emphasizing that very authority and co-opting other professionals to reinforce it, not examining it to show the actual basis on which it is founded. Therefore the first theme of this book (the specific questions) have led naturally to the second (the theoretical stance).

The first scholarly essay that I published on a medieval theme was The death of EdwardII, which appeared in EHR in December 2005. This pioneered an information-based approach to the past, which has subsequently proved invaluable in other contexts. It has the potential to answer fundamental questions about the nature of history that previously have proved difficult. Importantly, it works at both a theoretical and a practical level. Not only can we apply it to a large number of specific questions, it also leads to a broader philosophical question: if an information-based argument can be employed to show that EdwardII was not killed in Berkeley Castle in 1327 and RichardII was certainly murdered in Pontefract Castle in 1400, can the same information-based methods be used to justify historical research in general? In short, through the process of achieving a point of certainty historically, can we achieve a point of certainty for history itself?

For many academics, this question is best ignored. Many people take the view that history has received its defence in Richard J. Evanss thought-provoking book, In Defence of History, and the less historians inspect his arguments for cracks the better. However, I do not find any theoretical line in that book that allows a historian to prove aspects of the past, and especially not in a controversial context. Pro-history arguments still rely on emphasizing professional historians expertise, judgement and authority, and the general reliability of the evidence. Such arguments work on the assumption that although a historian might be wrong in a few details here and there (because a tiny proportion of his or her source material was fraudulent, incomplete or inexact), most of the time, the evidence is reliable. But for the specialist in medieval intrigue, such generalizations are weak. We cannot simply work on the assumption that most of the evidence is correct  especially when it is patently obvious that most of it is no longer extant, and even more so when the traditional interpretation gives rise to many inconsistencies. Hence the need for the information-based approach that underpins much of this book.

Using information-based methods, it is possible to go much further than any earlier defence of history allows: to determine how the composition of a text contained in a historical document related (and still relates) to past reality, and how one can, in certain limited circumstances, develop fixed points that limit the infinite set of possible re-descriptions of the past. This is the Holy Grail of historical methodology  not least because it does away with the need for the historians judgement and answers the critics of the historians authority by showing the reasons for that authority, not just claiming it. Very simply, by treating information about the past in the same way that one treats information about contemporary society, information-science processes may be employed in both developing and testing a historical hypothesis.

As I wrote in the acknowledgements page in my book 1415, being an experimental historian is never easy. History is perhaps the most conservative of all professions, and a radical historian is generally branded a maverick by the mainstream. Proposing new historical methods and coming to radical conclusions is almost guaranteed to make enemies, especially among those who have a vested interest in maintaining the orthodoxy of traditional interpretations of the past. However, it is to be hoped that innovation and new techniques can be accommodated within the profession as well as within society at large, and that the acceptability of original historical interpretations is dependent on the thoroughness of the research and logic of the arguments, not the traditions and vested interests which the researcher is deemed to be challenging. While the non-information-based arguments advanced in this book may be questioned, either to be absorbed within historical orthodoxy or disproved, the information-based ones should prove more durable. If I am wrong, the implication is that we cannot be certain about any specific aspect of the past  and the only accurate or provable history we can write is a general story of changing social conditions derived from a series of statistical averages that eliminate the individual and the isolated historical event altogether. However, if my confidence in the certainties made possible by this approach is well founded, there is no reason why historians should not put forward specific political narratives that defy theoretical criticism, resist historical contradiction and have lasting significance for society.








1.

Objectivity and information: a methodological introduction

To what extent can historians claim to know any aspect of the past with certainty? The question is important for two main reasons. First and most obviously, it is fundamental to the intellectual standing of the profession as a whole, and historians ability to speak about the past individually. Secondly, the professional awareness that historical certainty is deeply problematic has itself conditioned the way that history has developed and is currently taught. Long before postmodernism and critical theory codified various means to criticize the authority of the historian, historians were themselves pulling apart each others work at a practical level. The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw some bitter intellectual feuds.1 Even those who were not criticized by their contemporaries wrote with a growing awareness that much of their work would be discarded by future generations, and might one day even be scorned as founded in ignorance and naivety.2 We might say that, over the course of the twentieth century, historians came to accept the idea that the future is not only the greatest undermining epistemological force in history writing but that it always will be, and that consequently its power to revise any historical understanding is absolute. It follows that no historical interpretation has actual substance, or inherent correctness, but rather is the same as a physical theory in that it is, in the words of Stephen Hawking,


always provisional, in the sense that it is only a hypothesis: you can never prove it. No matter how many times the results of experiments agree with some theory you can never be sure that the next time the result will not contradict the theory. On the other hand you can disprove a theory by finding even a single observation that disagrees with the predictions of the theory.3



If that is so, then the study of history has no permanent epistemological value, and very little research into remote periods of time has any real meaning, except in relation to us ourselves, our contemporaries and our careers.

Given this long heritage of criticizing and denigrating historical knowledge on a practical as well as a theoretical level, it is ironic that it was postmodernism that caused history to retreat intellectually. The postmodern position was above all a theoretical stance, held for the most part by non-historians and directed mainly at the straw man of the historian, not practising writers actual work. It might have been expected that historians own considerations of the actual limitations of historical practice would have been given greater weight. It was not difficult to see the limited epistemological trust one could have in postmodernism; its principal strength was its ability to criticize.4 But many historians ran scared of the extra-mural challenge, and ignored or avoided postmodernism altogether. Those who did not tended to argue against it from an unreflexive position, refusing to moderate their views and allowing the agenda to be set by historys critics. Defences of history ironically served to undermine the discipline further by drawing public attention to the criticisms of postmodernists and responding to the specific criticisms, as if somehow the entire critical stance could be undermined by a tit-for-tat discussion in which the initiative lay wholly with the critics. Most of all, the epistemological basis of the profession was not supported by an authoritative voice at a theoretical level. What history needed in the 1990s was not a defence in the form of a critique of postmodernism but a coherent programme of explanation and elucidation which re-grounded history in the study of the past: a philosophical counter-movement supporting history which was not confined to the pages of History and Theory but embraced the majority of practising historians and the public.5 Needless to say, it did not get one.

There were significant reasons why many historians ignored postmodernism  not the least of them being that the university systems of the Western world paid many of them to do so. The philosophers and critical theorists could afford to question and undermine the historian; it was part of their job. Historians themselves were employed to continue as before, to research, write and above all else, teach history in line with their job descriptions. Defending their profession was not part of their remit. It could be said that the postmodern challenge revealed how remarkably inflexible institutional history is; the laissez-faire character of history as an academic discipline (in contrast to, say, the medical or legal professions) meant that senior scholars could not coordinate a robust and lasting response. It thus became easy for critics to declare that history within academic institutions was an arcane ritual, in which academics fetishised documents and created fictive accounts of the past at the pleasure of the historian.6

Looking back from the vantage point of 2010, the elevation of postmodernism to a special height of critical authority seems disproportionate. There is no doubt that history suffered a huge intellectual battering in the 1980s and 1990s, and many criticisms of supposed historical practices were justifiable (regardless of whether historians actually followed them or not). But with respect to the larger and more important question of whether we can say anything with certainty about the past, postmodernism may be seen as just one subset of a large number of critiques of historical methodologies, most of them devised by historians themselves. They all were  and still are  methodological challenges, not insurmountable barriers. Epistemological progress remains possible and desirable.

There is thus a double importance to what we might call the certainty question. First, there is the supply-side of history  the need to re-establish historys reputation as an authoritative intellectual discipline. As Justin Champion has said, anxieties about the epistemological foundations of our discipline  have meant we have retreated into the increasingly dark corners of the academic community, publishing research in exclusive, recondite and expensive journals and monographs.7 One cannot help but feel that scholarly historians should try to do better, to overcome such anxieties and meet such challenges in the open, even if academic structures make it very difficult for them retrospectively to develop epistemological underpinnings of value systems which they take for granted.

Secondly, there is the demand-side of the problem. Members of the public want to know about the human race in the past and about the historical objects which surround them, and historians have a social mandate to tell them as accurately and as truthfully as possible.8 If historians cannot do so with a satisfactory measure of confidence, they are not fulfilling this aspect of their social mandate. There is of course a profound educational benefit in the study of historical ambiguity and doubt, but it is of limited importance for history outside education. If a historian faces a significant question in the life of a medieval individual  say, whether he murdered his cousin or not  and refuses to come to a decision, then that refusal is tantamount to a social failure, even if such doubt is both reasonable and understandable in professional terms. One may compare it to an engineers failure to build a bridge over a chasm: his view that it is impossible to span the chasm may well be professionally correct; but the result is still the lack of a bridge. An unresolved historical doubt is both an intellectual cul-de-sac in its own right and a failure to provide a hypothesis which others may criticize or build on. For even an erroneous conclusion allows further experimentation, as the error can be subjected to further analysis, just as physical theories can be put to the test. But most of all, a failure to define the limits of certainty, and to explore the extremes of what may be considered certain, equates to a failure to determine the limits of ones own confidence, which in turn does nothing to inspire confidence in a reader. If we have only doubts about the historical past, how then can we fulfil our roles as historians? Why should any critical reader trust a historian who does not know the limits of his or her own material, and by implication, has a limited grasp of how to make the most of it? Conversely, why should anyone trust a historian who expresses doubts for the sake of academic caution, or who blithely states that he or she is unconvinced by an argument? Such a response might be shorthand for knowing an argument is wrong on the basis of specialist knowledge and superior insight, but equally it could be an excuse for personal bias or inferior insight, prejudice, idleness or even a simple failure of understanding.

For all these reasons it is incumbent upon the professional historian to demonstrate how one might distinguish the certain from the uncertain. The matter was of burning importance in the decades of R. G. Collingwood, E. H. Carr and Geoffrey Elton, and it remains so today. This chapter examines the question by means of the twin aspects of historical objectivity and information from the past, the correlations of which limit the possible re-descriptions of past events, things and people. In linking the viewpoint of the historian (objectivity) and the evidence (information), it follows in the tradition of history being a dialogue, established by Collingwood and followed by Carr, E. P. Thompson and Adrian Wilson, among others.9 As a whole, it amounts to an argument that history is akin to the physical sciences in that certainty is not only desirable but actually attainable in some cases, and its determination thus sets limits on the extent to which the past can be infinitely re-described  much as scientific definitions limit the ways in which the world can be understood.10

THE IDEA OF AN INTEGRATED HISTORIOGRAPHY

In discussing Collingwoods seminal 1946 study, The Idea of History, E. H. Carr paraphrased Collingwoods philosophy of history as concerned neither with the past by itself nor with the historians thought about it by itself, but with the two things in their mutual relations.11 Carrs line is interesting, for through it we can see how he developed Collingwoods idea to come out with his own, more succinct version. History, as he saw it, is a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending dialogue between the past and the present.12 This theme of dialogue across the ages was in turn lifted by E. P. Thompson in presenting his notion of the dialogue between concept and evidence in his essay The poverty of theory. The dialogue across the ages is thus a common theme running through twentieth-century writing on the means to achieve knowledge about the past.

Thompsons dialogue of concept and evidence was the starting point for Adrian Wilsons often-overlooked essay, Foundations of an integrated historiography, published in 1993.13 The exact question which Wilson sought to address was can the discipline of history  whether social or otherwise  lay any claim to generating a reliable knowledge? Wilson sought to explain what Thompson might have meant by his otherwise unexplored notion of the dialogue between concept and evidence. On the concept side of the dialogue, Wilson highlighted the importance of concept criticism, this being the constant correction of what we think about the past as we undertake research. Through adjusting our ideas, reflecting on the genealogy of our ideas, and examining ourselves to see whether our ideas are sound, concept criticism causes us to re-evaluate our position. At the same time we assume what Wilson describes as one of three hermeneutic stances or methods of interpreting the evidence.



	The first hermeneutic stance is the oldest, scissors-and-paste history (as Collingwood and Carr describe it), in which a historian selects the evidence and uses it as he or she sees fit. In this method, the documents are treated as authorities. The drawback is obvious: they only allow us to see what the primary-source authors wanted us to see.

	The second hermeneutic stance is source criticism or critical history, in which a historian seeks to evaluate the sources on the strength of criteria such as aegis, proximity and authority. This is a superior approach for it allows us to extract facts carefully, as opposed to simply cutting and pasting them. For many years it seemed to Collingwood to permit scientific history. The drawback, as Collingwood later realized, is that it tends to collapse into the first hermeneutic stance. The process of trying to extract the truth from the evidence presupposes that the truth is within the documents in the first place. Both stances amount to winnowing out the false residue and using the remainder.

	Wilsons third hermeneutic stance is to regard the documents as effects. In order to understand them, we must investigate their genesis, how they came to be created. As Wilson states, the move from source-criticism to the study of document genesis is only practised with difficulty, has seldom been advocated explicitly, and has proved deeply resistant to theorisation.14 However, it is this third hermeneutic stance which is the key in determining certainty, and which will be developed further in this chapter.





Unfortunately Wilsons work attracted little attention outside the academic circle which read his book, Rethinking Social History. It offers a platform on which writers may build their own theoretical constructs justifying their own methodologies. For as Wilson observed, critics of history have tended to presume that the historian adopts only the first and second hermeneutic stances.15 It is only in moving away from these, towards the third  understanding document genesis  that historians ascend the gradient of rigour and pass beyond the form of history that is prone to criticism.16 From any historical point of view, understanding how a document was made is hugely significant, for the society we are studying generated the documents we are using. In investigating the genesis of the documents we are thus investigating that society.17 The implications are that every enquiry into the meaning of a text entails an examination of the creation of the text, its bias, its representativeness, its role, why it was created and by whom, the agency which initiated the process and other aspects of its creation. What otherwise is simply a text becomes a multi-layered descriptive process, an encoded event in itself, full of metadata. This in turn affects the historians concept criticism, forcing the historian to refine it, so Thompsons dialogue of concept and evidence can be seen to produce historical readings which are both socially aware with regard to the past and reflexive with regard to the present.

To explain this more simply, the following is an adaptation of an example Wilson himself uses. If we were to set about investigating disputes between neighbours in early modern England, we might reasonably turn to the records of the ecclesiastical courts. There we would find plenty of evidence. However, as Wilson points out,


a neighbourly quarrel could only get into the court through some process of co-operation or collusion, or coincidence between the quarrel itself and the activities and interests of the mediating authorities  Should we overlook this, and seek to use diocesan court records as transparent windows upon the occasions of neighbourly quarrel, our research procedure would consist simply of extracting the chosen cases from the documents.18



To avoid this weakness, Wilson suggests that, in order to consider instances of neighbourly quarrels properly, the historian has to take account of the ways cases came into court and the procedures by which they were recorded. Thus all the ecclesiastical officers must also be considered, as with the minister and churchwardens and any other mediating authorities who might have helped bring the case to court. The roles performed by these officers become part of the object under study, thereby widening the objective scope of the enquiry. In this way we can say certain things about neighbourly quarrels as before, and we can also describe the filters and conditions placed upon the quarrels which resulted in some giving rise to the texts.

Unfortunately, Wilsons method is not the complete answer to the problem. It cannot determine falsehoods. It cannot in itself be used to determine a document created in good faith from one created in bad faith. When used in a socio-historical or cultural context, this does not matter greatly, for it is only important that we understand the production of a text and its mediators, regardless of their intrigues. In court, even falsehoods had to be believable, and thus have cultural value. Similarly, when using statistically significant numbers of documents, the occasional mendacious document or falsely reported entry in an account cannot affect the overall measure of change based on several thousand records. The rise in the frequency with which Kentish probate accounts record medicine being bought for the terminally ill and dying between 1570 and 1720, for example, could not have been falsified by a single agency.19 However, when applied to political events, particularly those which entail bias and propaganda, document genesis is of more limited value. It can be of help: understanding how the Parliament Rolls were created allows us to understand how and why the Record and Process of the Renunciation of King Richard was included in the roll for 1399 and yet is a greatly sanitized and probably inaccurate version of RichardIIs abdication.20 But it is of limited use in determining the veracity of a specific event. No degree of studying the circumstances and creation of Walsinghams chronicle can determine whether Sir John Arundel and his men actually raped eighty nuns in the autumn of 1379, abducted them from their convent, and threw them overboard during a storm off the coast of Ireland.21 The story is highly unlikely but that in itself does not mean it is false. Walsingham clearly believed it, and, although no nunnery near Southampton had so many nuns, there is circumstantial evidence for some form of atrocity committed by Arundels men in the area at the time.22 The point is that, when it comes to specific events, and especially medieval intrigue, the third hermeneutic stance, or document genesis, is not enough.

The foregoing passages suggest that, while it is possible to say some things which are certain with regard to social and cultural history  e.g. there was a massive rise in the purchase of medicine on behalf of the terminally ill in Kent between 1570 and 1720  the certainty of the event in narrative history remains problematic. We are methodologically hardly any nearer ascertaining the truth of an event than our Victorian forebears were. Indeed, we are probably further from it, for we have more sophisticated means of criticizing those who attempt to assert something is a historical fact. This is not always due to postmodernism; sometimes it is simply advanced historical methodology. And even the most reliable, propaganda-free documents may succumb to this form of criticism. As Chris Given-Wilson has shown, the appearance of the name of a magnate as a witness in the Charter Rolls does not prove that he was present on the given day, as normally supposed.23 A study of document genesis only reveals why we cannot rely on the Charter Rolls as irrefutable evidence of a mans attendance at court on the said day. The student who wishes to know whether the magnate was actually there or not has a more difficult path to tread.

BIOGRAPHY AND OBJECTIVITY

If we are interested in an individual event, be it political or routine, then we are concerned with the individual (or individuals) who took part in that event, and that ultimately means we are engaged in a biographical enquiry. When we study an individual biographically, we adopt a deliberately narrow or sympathetic view, in order to try and understand why he or she did something from his or her
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