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St. John’s College Graduate Institute 
Convocation Address 
Spring 2014 
 

On the History Segment 

 

Welcome, new students, returning students, and tutors, to St. John’s College, and to the 

Graduate Institute.  Today each of you is beginning, or resuming, your membership in a 

community of learning, at a College that dedicates itself to inquiry: to asking fundamental 

questions, and to pursuing answers to these questions.  As members of such a community, we 

must from time to time inquire into ourselves.  On this occasion I mean to do so by examining 

the readings of the History segment. 

The subject of this convocation address – the third of five, each treating one of the 

segments in the graduate Program – is informed by a claim that I made in an earlier address, 

delivered in Spring 2012, titled ‘What is a Segment?’  I said then that the program of the 

Graduate Institute is a homogeneous whole, and that its segments represent arbitrary divisions of 

that whole into parts.  Accordingly, I claimed that the titles of these segments should be taken as 

compressed questions in need of answers, and as opportunities for wonder, rather than as names 

that determine the distinct subject matter treated by the readings in each segment.  Now I hope to 

make good on these claims in detail.  So what, then, are the wonderful questions raised by the 

segment title ‘History’?  Before I proceed to answer my own question, I should caution you that 

the threads I mean to follow for the next few minutes – threads that run through the tutorial and 

seminar readings of the segment, and that are connected to threads that run through other 

segments – are by no means the only ones worth following.  I only insist that these threads are 
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present in the segment readings, and that they are truly worth following.  So again, what are the 

wonderful questions raised by ‘History’? 

Those of you who recall my procedure in my last two convocation addresses will be 

relieved to see that this time, our segment title contains no ampersand, and so makes no 

questionable claim that two things are properly understood as one.  But the required portion of 

the history segment is still divided into a seminar and a tutorial; so we can wonder about the 

principle of this division.  In the History seminar, we read the Books of Samuel and Kings from 

the Hebrew Scriptures, Herodotus’ Histories, Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War, several of 

Plutarch’s Lives, Tacitus’ Annals, and Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; in the 

tutorial we read parts of Augustine’s City of God, Vico’s New Science, Kant’s Idea for a 

Universal History and Contest of Faculties, Hegel’s Philosophy of History, Marx’s German 

Ideology, On the Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life by Nietzsche, Husserl’s 

Vienna Lecture, and Heidegger’s Age of the World Picture.  Were it not for the puzzling 

presence of the interloper Gibbon, who wrote in the eighteenth century CE, around the same time 

as Kant, we could conclude that the division between the seminar and the tutorial, like the 

organization of many classes in our graduate and undergraduate programs, is chronological by 

author.  But Gibbon’s membership among the History seminar authors suggests that the division 

between seminar and tutorial is actually chronological by subject – by time period depicted 

historically.  In Samuel and Kings we read of events that are to have happened before the tenth 

century BCE, and the seminar readings extend from there to the portions of Gibbon that we read, 

which cover events in the first and second century CE.  The tutorial readings pick up with 

Augustine, who wrote in the fifth century CE, and run through to Heidegger’s attempt to 

characterize the historical spirit of the twentieth century. 
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There’s something to this interpretation of the division between seminar and tutorial, but 

it doesn’t tell the whole story.  For as soon as we turn to examine the subjects of the tutorial 

authors, we discover that they don’t concern themselves with historical events later than those 

treated by the seminar authors, but with all historical events, with history as a whole.  To steal 

some terms from the titles of their respective works, the seminar authors write Inquiries into 

particular events – the Greek word ἱστορία, whence we get the word history, means inquiry – 

whereas the tutorial authors write Universal Histories, or Philosophies of History.  The 

beginnings of the first readings in each class exemplify this difference.  I Samuel begins simply, 

artlessly, in the middle of things: “And there was a man…” [I Samuel 1:1].  The City of God, by 

contrast, begins: 

Most glorious is the City of God: whether in this passing age, where she dwells by 
faith as a pilgrim among the ungodly, or in the security of that eternal home which 
she now patiently awaits until ‘righteousness shall return unto judgment’, but 
which she will then possess perfectly, in final victory and perfect peace [Book 1, 
Preface]. 

The former work begins with a particular, a man; the latter by looking back to the whole passing 

age and forward to the perfect end of eternity.  Perhaps we have discovered an ampersand in our 

segment title after all, and this difference between the seminar and tutorial readings ought to lead 

us to call the segment ‘Inquiry & Universal History,’ or just ‘History & History.’ 

To get a better sense of the causes and extent of this difference, let’s let more of the 

History segment authors speak for themselves.  Here’s how Herodotus begins his book: 

Here is the showing-forth of the inquiry of Herodotus of Halicarnassus, so that 
neither what human beings have done might disappear in time, nor the deeds great 
and admirable, partly shown forth by the Greeks and partly by the barbarians, 
might be without fame: his inquiry shows forth both other things and through 
what cause they warred against one another [Book I, 1]. 

Herodotus inquires into the deeds of human beings, and in particular into the great and admirable 

deeds of Greeks and barbarians, for the sake of memory and fame, and for the sake of knowledge 
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of causes.  The deeds in question – which are chiefly deeds done in war – are worthy of memory 

and fame, and knowledge of their causes is worth possessing, because they are great and 

admirable, with a greatness not solely Greek, nor barbarian, but human.  Likewise, Thucydides 

begins thus: 

Thucydides, an Athenian, wrote the history of the war between the 
Peloponnesians and the Athenians, beginning at the moment that it broke out, and 
believing that it would be a great war, and more worthy of relation than any that 
had preceded it.  This belief was not without its grounds. The preparations of both 
the combatants were in every department in the last state of perfection; and he 
could see the rest of the Hellenic race taking sides in the quarrel; those who 
delayed doing so at once having it in contemplation.  Indeed, this was the greatest 
movement yet known in history, not only of the Hellenes, but of a large part of the 
barbarian world – I had almost said of mankind.  For though the events of remote 
antiquity, and even those that more immediately precede the war, could not from 
lapse of time be clearly ascertained, yet the evidences which an inquiry carried as 
far back as was practicable lead me to trust, all point to the conclusion that there 
was nothing on a greater scale, either in war or in other matters [I.1.1-3]. 

Thucydides also justifies his inquiry by the human greatness to be discovered in the event, 

another war, into which he inquires. 

This view, that history means inquiry into particular events that disclose a lasting human 

greatness, and so are worth remembering, runs through the readings of the History seminar.  

Plutarch modifies it in his “Life of Alexander,” but only to insist that lasting human greatness is 

not necessarily seen only in war: “For it is not histories that I am writing,” he says, “but lives; 

and in the most illustrious deeds there is not always a manifestation of virtue or vice, nay, a 

slight thing like a phrase or a jest often makes a greater revelation of character than battles where 

thousands fall, or the greatest armaments, or sieges of cities” [I.1].  And Tacitus modifies this 

view in his Annals, but only to insist that partisan passions distort inquiries into lasting human 

greatness, which must be dispassionate to be worthy of memory: 

The Roman people of old, however, had their successes and adversities recalled 
by brilliant writers; and to tell of Augustus’ times there was no dearth of 
deserving talents, until they were deterred by swelling sycophancy.  The affairs of 
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Tiberius and Gaius, as of Claudius and Nero, were falsified through dread while 
the men themselves flourished, and composed with hatred fresh after their fall.  
Hence my plan is the transmission of a mere few things about Augustus and of his 
final period, then of Tiberius’ principate and the remainder – without anger and 
partiality, any reasons for which I keep at a distance [I.1.2]. 

In the History seminar it is only with Gibbon, writing sixteen hundred years after Tacitus, 

but about the same events, that a deep challenge to this view of history first comes to light.  In 

Chapter XV of the first volume of Decline and Fall, our last seminar reading, Gibbon turns to “a 

candid but rational inquiry into the progress of Christianity,” which he holds to be an essential 

part of the history of the Roman Empire.  But here Gibbon confronts a problem.  The Tacitean 

law of dispassion – what Gibbon calls “the great law of impartiality” – requires the historian to 

confess the imperfections of the believers in the Christian revelation; but faith in its divine origin 

requires the historian to profess the perfection of this revelation.  “Our curiosity,” Gibbon writes, 

is naturally prompted to inquire by what means the Christian faith obtained so 
remarkable a victory over the established religions of the earth.  To this inquiry an 
obvious but satisfactory answer may be returned; that it was owing to the 
convincing evidence of the doctrine itself, and to the ruling providence of its great 
Author.  But as truth and reason seldom find so favorable a reception in the world, 
and as the wisdom of Providence frequently condescends to use the passions of 
the human heart, and the general circumstances of mankind, as instruments to 
execute its purpose, we may still be permitted, though with becoming submission, 
to ask, not indeed what were the first, but what were the secondary causes of the 
rapid growth of the Christian church [487-488]? 

According to Gibbon, then, the belief in divine providence poses a deep challenge to the view 

that history is an inquiry into the natural causes of lasting human greatness.  This challenge is so 

deep that Gibbon is forced to invent a distinction between the first, divine causes of the growth 

of Christianity, and the secondary, human causes of this growth.  The historian, as distinguished 

from the theologian, is restricted to the study of these secondary causes.  But we might wonder, 

given the extent of divine power, whether these secondary causes are in fact necessary, and 

whether, if they are unnecessary, they are in fact causes. 
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This view of history, as the record of divine providence, extends throughout the readings 

of the History tutorial, and distinguishes these readings from those of the seminar.  It is found in 

explicitly religious form in Augustine, who writes, 

the City of God of which we speak is that to which the Scriptures bear witness: 
the Scriptures which, excelling all the writings of all the nations in their divine 
authority, have brought under their sway every kind of human genius, not by a 
chance motion of the soul, but clearly by the supreme disposition of providence 
[XI.1]; 

and it is found in more secular forms in the works we read by Vico, Kant, Hegel, and Marx.  

Vico envisions a “new Science [that] must therefore be a demonstration, so to speak, of what 

providence has wrought in human history” [section 342], while Kant writes in his Idea for a 

Universal History, “the history of the human race as a whole can be regarded as the realization of 

a hidden plan of nature” to perfect the natural capacities of mankind [Eighth Proposition], so that 

history thus understood is a “justification of nature – or rather perhaps of providence” [Ninth 

Proposition].  For his part, Hegel grandly offers a Philosophy of History that is guided by “the 

simple conception… that Reason is the Sovereign of the World; that the history of the world, 

therefore, presents us with a rational process” [9] – a conception that consorts with the belief that 

“a Providence (that of God) presides over the events of the World” [13].  And Marx sees history 

as a necessary dialectic of material conditions, ending in a heaven on earth 

where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become 
accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates the general production 
and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to 
hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after 
dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd 
or critic [53]. 

You may already have noticed, even from these brief indications, that a strange note has 

crept in to these developments of the view that history is the record of divine providence.  Since 

this view of history is based on the Christian scriptures, and these scriptures give an account of 
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the world from its beginning in God’s creation to its end in God’s kingdom, the histories 

animated by this view are necessarily universal as well as providential.  Accordingly, every 

tutorial author that we have so far mentioned takes as his subject human history as a whole.  

Moreover, since the Christian scriptures tell the story of the fall of man and promise his eventual 

redemption from sin, these universal histories are necessarily progressive: each points to an 

image of some perfect human end, whether in this world or in the next.  But to the extent that 

these universal providential histories are also held to be rational, strange conclusions result.  

Vico, for example, struggles to preserve the eternal necessity of his science in the face of the 

historical contingency of providence.  “Since [human] institutions have been established by 

divine providence,” he writes, “the course of the institutions of the nations had to be, must now 

be, and will have to be such as our Science demonstrates, even if infinite worlds were born from 

time to time through eternity, which is certainly not the case” [section 348].  In the Contest of 

Faculties, Kant points to the French Revolution as evidence that the human race will enjoy 

continual progress [section 7].  Hegel goes so far as to say that history teaches that “the real 

world is as it ought to be” [36], while Marx makes human nature depend on the material 

conditions that determine production [42].  In short, the attempt to transform the mysterious 

operation of providence into a rational process, visible in history, compels the universal historian 

to equate what is at each moment with what is best at that moment, and so to deny that there is 

such a thing as lasting human greatness, into which we can inquire. 

Of our tutorial authors, Friedrich Nietzsche is the first to call into question the aspirations 

of universal history, by subordinating history and its scientific truths to the standard of life.  

Husserl and Heidegger follow Nietzsche in this, each in his own way.  But I shall pass over how 

these thinkers accomplish this, so that my convocation address not be as long as human history 
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itself.  I will only say that, in subordinating history to another standard – whether it be life, or the 

infinite task of philosophy, or the disclosure of being – it is by no means clear that these thinkers 

return to the ancient view of history as an inquiry into natural events that disclose a lasting 

human greatness.  But from this conclusion to the tutorial readings, at least one of the wonderful 

questions raised by the history segment should be clear.  Is history an inquiry into lasting human 

greatness, or is it the record of a necessary progress that denies the possibility of such greatness?  

Since the second of these alternatives especially claims the name ‘History’ for itself, this 

wonderful question could also be put thus: is there such a thing as ‘History’?  Lastly, it should 

also be clear, from everything that is at stake in this question, why, of all the segments in the 

graduate program, Graduate Institute students are prohibited from taking the History segment 

first.  By basing our program almost entirely on the reading and discussion of great books, we 

depend, perhaps more than members of any other community of learning, on the belief that there 

is such a thing as lasting human greatness. 

To conclude, let me announce that there will be five Graduate Institute-hosted study 

groups this term: on Plato’s Republic, on Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, on Arabic poetry, on 

Greek tragedy, and on Richard Feynman’s Quantum Electrodynamics.  Schedules and meeting 

places for all five of these groups will be circulated by email when they become available.  Let 

me also invite you all to take part in the refreshments provided at the back of the Great Hall, 

before going to class. 

The spring 2014 term of the Graduate Institute is now in session.  Convocatum est. 

 
Jeff J.S. Black 
Annapolis, Maryland 
14 December 2013 
Delivered 6 January 2014 


