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Abstract

In the ‘historical thinking’ tradition of curriculum design, the philosopher of history W.H.
Walsh’s concept of colligation has mostly been adopted to enable students to construct
coherent, powerful and usable big pictures of the past. Less attention has been paid
to the potential of colligation in enabling students to construct causal arguments at
meso- and micro-levels, despite Walsh’s arguments emerging from twentieth-century
debates regarding the status of historical explanation. A theory-building case study was
conducted with a class of 17- and 18-year-olds at a sixth-form college in England to
identify possible curricular goals for colligation in students’ causal arguments at higher
resolutions. To characterise the status of disciplinary colligation, analytic philosophies by
Walsh and others, as well as authentic historical explanations from one historiography
– the Salem witch trials – were analysed by reference to one another. The students’
work suggested that some were capable not only of constructing their own causal
colligations, but also of appreciating the disciplinary framework that underpinned those
constructions. Curricular goals for historical causal colligation are identified: individuation
and historical contextualisation; reification of underlying explanatory models; and clarity
regarding colligation’s status in relation to disciplinary and substantive concepts. Finally,
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recommendations are made to those operating in the historical thinking tradition on how
they may achieve more empirical warrant for their claims regarding the essential nature
of historical explanation.

Keywords historical thinking; colligation; causation; explanation; history-teacher research

Introduction

In the English tradition of history-education research into curriculum design, a predominant focus has
been on ‘historical thinking’ (Smith, 2024; Smith and Jackson, 2021). Participants in this discourse have
tended to argue that the purpose of school history is to equip students – at developmentally appropriate
levels – with academic historians’ expertise. Consequently, epistemic connections between ‘school
history’ and ‘disciplinary history’ – defined as academic historical knowledge predominantly produced
in universities – are considered desirable. To achieve this end, research has often centred on how to
organise curricula around demarcated ‘substantive’ and ‘disciplinary knowledge’, and their interplay.
For researchers such as Peter Lee (2005: 61–5; 2017: 60), the former represents the ‘substance’ of history
and is exemplified by concepts such as ‘peasant’ or ‘democracy’. The latter is encapsulated by syntactic
‘metahistorical’ or ‘second order’ concepts such as ‘causation’, ‘change and continuity’ and ‘similarity
and difference’, which are designed to induct students into historians’ disciplinedmodes of thinking (Lee
and Ashby, 2000; Shemilt, 1980). These concepts seek to capture the types of questions that historians
conventionally ask, historical methodologies, how historical claims are made and challenged and how
substantive content regarding the past is shaped into historical knowledge.

This history-education research conducted by academics privileging historical thinking has also
influenced history-teacher research in England, which itself amounts to a sustained, coherent and
codified research discourse of professional knowledge (Counsell, 2011; Fordham, 2016). Unlike the
university-based researchers, these teachers have not conducted large-scale studies. Rather than
investigating the extent to which students currently think historically or the efficacy of approaches
in achieving that thinking, these practitioner-researchers have predominantly focused on curriculum
construction and evaluation, theorising about the curricular ‘what’, rather than the pedagogical ‘how’
(Counsell, 2016). While the history-teacher researchers have been influenced by the aforementioned
history-education research by Lee and others – for example, by adopting substantive and disciplinary
concepts as an interpretative framework – they have been more concerned with addressing immediate
problems of practice.

A further appreciable difference between the two discourses is that history-teacher researchers have
tended to seek disciplinary warrant for their theorisation in methodologies by practising historians or
authentic historiography, as opposed to philosophies of history (Fordham, 2016; Lee, 1983). An example
of these overlapping discourses and their differing loci of disciplinary authority has been the co-option
of the analytic philosopher of history W.H. Walsh’s (1942, 1974) concept of ‘colligation’ (for example,
Cercadillo et al., 2017; Lee, 2004; Lee and Howson, 2009). For Walsh (1942: 133–4), colligation rendered
the ‘confused jumble’ of raw historical data intelligible by reducing them to revealing, pervasive themes.
While history-teacher researchers have drawn on such theorisation, they have only been influenced by
Walsh as mediated by Lee and other university-based researchers (for example, Carroll, 2016; Ellis, 2020;
Fearn, 2018; Michalaki, 2021; Navey, 2018; Rodker, 2019; Valentine, 2017). Instead, the history teachers’
claims about disciplinary colligation have been validated by reference to narrative histories by authors
such as Ian Kershaw (1999), Richard Evans (2004) and John Hatcher (2008). In either relying on select
works of philosophy of history or on historiography to provide disciplinary warrant about colligation,
participants in both discourses have tended to avoid corroborating philosophers’ prescriptions with the
praxis of historians. Consequently, claims about ‘disciplinary’ colligation risk being overgeneralised,
oversimplified and unsubstantiated, which in turn compromises the epistemic connections between
‘academic’ and ‘school’ history desired by advocates of historical thinking.

Thus far, history-teacher researchers have not systematically investigated the proximate-practical,
ontological and epistemological considerations for the curriculum designer when trying to induct
students into expert historical thinking regarding colligation. In keeping with the research tradition of
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history teachers in England, a theory-building case study was conducted with one of my own classes,
seeking not only to solve a problem of my own practice, but also to contribute to professional curricular
theorisation. In particular, I aimed to identify achievable curricular goals for colligation in students’ causal
arguments at the meso- and micro-levels (Counsell, 2011; Fordham, 2016; Thomas, 2013). In order to
characterise the status of colligation in disciplinary history to inform the planning ofmy lessons, I surveyed
explanations in an authentic historiography – the Salem witch trials – and also in philosophies of history
by Walsh and those who have written in his wake, interrelating the two.

The students’ work suggested that at least some 17- and 18-year-old students are capable not
only of constructing their own causal colligations, but also of appreciating the underpinning disciplinary
framework that those constructions symbolise. I identify curricular goals for historical causal colligation
which capture domain specificity: individuation and historical contextualisation; reification of underlying
explanatory models; and clarification of colligation’s status in relation to disciplinary and substantive
concepts. Finally, I recommend that those operating in the historical thinking tradition(s) may provide
more warrant for their claims about the essential nature of historical explanation by employing more
systematicity, diversity and representativeness in their analyses of ‘the’ historical discipline.

Literature review

Defining colligation

The term ‘colligation’ appears to have been first coined by the philosopher William Whewell (1840,
1847) in the mid-nineteenth century, and it derives from the Latin colligere – meaning ‘to bring things
together’ (McCullagh, 2011: 152). In 1942, Walsh (1942) influentially appropriated the concept, arguing
that colligations such as the ‘Industrial Revolution’ or ‘Enlightenment’ had an organisational function in
historical argument (see also Dray, 1959; Kuukkanen, 2015; McCullagh, 1978). Such colligated themes
have no direct experiential referents, and consequently they cannot be explained by referring solely to a
concrete object, person or event. Higher-level colligations are themselves comprised of increasingly
lower-level colligations or individual actions, which are couched less theoretically, and about which
historians are less likely to dispute. Ever more encompassing colligations enable the historian to cover
an entire period in a colligatory pyramid (Walsh, 1974). For example, the historian E.W. Baker’s (2015:
7, 12–13) colligation ‘the Salem witch trials’ (Q) is, on the one hand, incorporated into higher-level
colligations such as the ‘great age of witch hunts in Europe and America’, while, on the other hand,
encompassing lower-level colligations or events such as:

• (x) ‘a reservoir of pent-up local complaints and differences’
• (y) ‘a serious spiritual and political crisis in Massachusetts’
• (z) ‘growing war panic’ (Baker, 2015: 54, 64–7).

By bringing together a collection of happenings x, y and z and colligating them asQ, we can resultantly
speak pithily about x, y and z.

Colligation as organisation is how Walsh’s arguments have been most enthusiastically adopted
by history-education researchers, perhaps most notably by Lee (Retz, 2018). For Lee, the value
of colligation to history-curriculum designers lies predominantly in enabling students to construct
coherent, powerful and usable big pictures of the past which encapsulate states of affairs, processes
and changes. Colligations useful to such ends include ‘The Renaissance’, ‘The Reformation’, ‘The
American Constitution’, ‘The Holocaust’ and ‘The Cold War’ (for example, Cercadillo et al., 2017; Lee,
1983, 2004, 2017; Lee and Howson, 2009). In the wake of Lee’s (1983) recommendation that researchers
devote ‘more systematic’ attention to this facility of colligation, numerous history-education researchers
in a variety of international contexts have explored how colligation enables students to, for instance,
contextualise atomised information about the past, as well as to apply the methodological apparatus of
the discipline over broad timescales (for example, Havekes et al., 2012, 2017; Lévesque, 2008; Lévesque
and Clark, 2018; Shemilt, 2000; Van Boxtel and Van Drie, 2012, 2017, 2018; Van Drie and Van Boxtel,
2008). In establishing the focus on colligation and macro-scale narratives, Lee (1983) simultaneously
helped divert attention from colligation’s role in students’ construction of causal arguments at the meso-
and micro-levels. According to Lee (1983: 31–5), ‘colligation under appropriate conceptions is more
interesting, and its importance for history extends much wider, than the area of explanation’. (While
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acknowledging that ‘explanation’ can have multiple meanings in history, from this point I am defining it
as ‘explain why’, which is how most historians employ the term when making causal arguments [Førland,
2004; Megill, 2007; Smith, 2011].) With certain notable exceptions (for example, Halldén, 1997, 1998),
the researchers following Lee have been similarly indifferent to colligation’s role in enabling students to
construct mid- and lower-scale causal arguments (for example, Lévesque, 2008).

Colligation as a problem of practice

The existing history-education research surrounding colligation has clearly been theoretically powerful
and empirically generative, and participants in the discourse are convincing when arguing that the
uses of colligation need not be reduced to discussions of causation (Lee, 1983; Lévesque, 2008). It is
possible, however, that they have been somewhat occlusive towards colligation’s functions in students’
lower-level causal arguments. While the majority of history-education researchers concentrating on
colligation have proposed broader structural curriculum reforms, as a practising history teacher in a
sixth-form college (ages 16–18) in England teaching the Salem witch trials, my concerns were more
proximate and pragmatic: ensuring that my students achieved success in national Advanced-level
(A-level) examinations. Similar to what researchers have noted in other international contexts, while
the awarding body Pearson Edexcel make no specific mention of colligation in their specifications,
assessment materials and endorsed textbooks, all these resources implicitly presume that successful
candidates will be able to navigate and construct their own mid- and lower-level colligations in their
causal arguments (Lévesque, 2008; Retz, 2017; VanSledright, 2010). (As well as the sample assessment
question that the students in the case study ultimately answered, which requires an explanation of
the relative causal importance of the colligated cause ‘the unusual political conditions operating in
Massachusetts in 1692’, Pearson Edexcel’s [2014: 364] indicative content for answering this question
suggests that students could be rewarded by referring to further colligated causes such as ‘a political
vacuum in Massachusetts’, ‘real concern about Indian attacks on the Indian frontier’ and ‘social tensions
within the community’. Furthermore, Pearson Edexcel’s endorsed textbooks ask students to argue the
causal importance of colligations such as ‘the weakened authority of the Massachusetts government
after the Glorious Revolution’ [Bullock, 2016: 171].) In order to successfully read and write explanations
of events such as the Salem witch trials – where ‘success’ is determined not only in terms of ‘writing
like a historian’, but also in terms of national examination achievement – the student needs to scale-shift,
navigating and constructing colligations of differing generality, and appreciating their interrelationships.

Characterising disciplinary causal colligation

Further theorisation appears necessary regarding colligation’s ontological status in history-curriculum
design, particularly if disciplinary warrant is said to derive from analytic philosophy of history.
Philosophers of history such as Walsh tend not to substantiate their propositions regarding
colligation by reference to authentic historical explanations, and none have conducted thoroughgoing
historiographical surveys to this end. These lacunae have been reflected in the history-education
research which has sought disciplinary warrant in such philosophies. While analytic philosophy of history
provides consistent, coherent and general conceptions of historical epistemology based on abstract
argument, such arguments have been criticised for being generalised, oversimplified, prescriptive and
divorced from historians’ praxis (for example, Froeyman, 2009; Tucker, 2009). Amid prolonged and
fierce twentieth-century debates in Anglophone analytic philosophy of history about the status of
historical explanation, Elazar Weinryb (1975: 33) stated that the ‘original sin of analytic philosophy is
its unsystematically causal use of historical examples. Philosophers have based pretentious theories
on a deplorably small number of examples.’ Walsh (1951: 62), who participated in these debates,
claimed that colligation was a process ‘which historians do use, and therefore any account of historical
explanation should find a place for it’, but he did not provide any accompanying analysis of authentic
historical explanations to substantiate such claims. Describedmodels or theories derived from authentic
historiographical explanationsmight therefore provide empirical warrant or contradict the general claims
made by philosophers, thereby linking the descriptive and the normative. A survey of explanations
from the historiography of the Salem witch trials to inform such curricular theorisation is apt, because
‘explaining why’ has been one of the predominant exercises of these historians. As Benjamin C. Ray
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(2015: 2) notes, ‘historians have repeatedly asked why Salem’s witch hunt became so widespread, lasted
so long, and spiralled so dangerously out of control’.

Walsh (1942, 1951) initially argued that colligation itself represented a specifically historical
explanation-type. This argument can be seen as a response to – but also in some senses as a compromise
between – the strict idealist and positivist explanatory models preponderating at that time. Walsh was
partly critiquing the positivists’ ‘unificationist’ view of historical explanation. For unificationists, science
provided the explanatory ideal because the logic, syntax and semantic rules of ‘explanation’ were the
same, invariant of discipline (Tucker, 2009; for example, Hempel, 1942, 1962). For Walsh (1951), however,
historical colligation differed from scientific generalisation. While the scientist generally relates events of
the same class – identifying general rules across units of comparison – the historian, by contrast, explains
a unique historical event not by reference to general laws, but instead ‘by tracing its intrinsic relations
to other events and locating it in its historical context’ (Walsh, 1951: 59). For example, when explaining
how King William’s War (1688–97) contributed to the Salem witch crisis, Mary Beth Norton (2002) did not
begin by relating it to other wars outside colonial New England. Instead, she associated it with other
subordinated entities from its own period, such as the status of the Wabanaki in the Puritan colonists’
belief system; the first ‘afflicted’ accusing the Native American Tituba; and some accusers’ fits appearing
to resemble Wabanaki raids. In part prompted by a thoroughgoing critique by Marvin Levich (1965),
Walsh (1974) later tempered his claim that colligation itself represented a specifically historical form of
explanation, suggesting instead that it represented a broader interpretative undertaking which facilitates
historical understanding in a more general sense (Stanford, 1998). Regardless, Walsh’s (1974: 136–7) later
accommodations did not preclude the investigation of colligation’s relationship to causal argument; he
still maintained that ‘we have recourse to colligatory concepts in the interest of explaining something’.

Colligation, then, is not necessarily a separate exercise from causal argument. In a historiography
such as the Salem witch trials, many of the participating historians have aimed to explain a short-term,
regional event and, consequently, causes have often doubled as pervasive themes. Such colligations
enable the construction of ‘significant’ narratives which simultaneously describe and explain (Walsh,
1942). Accordingly, colligation is not synonymous with ‘generalisation’ or ‘grouping’; instead, it
constitutes ‘an identifiable whole which is more than just the sum of its parts’ (McCullagh, 1978: 283).
For L.B. Cebik (1969: 45):

the colligation of events (and/or conditions) x, y, and z as a Q allows one to see x, y, and z
as one could not seem them before, i.e., logically prior to the colligation. Colligation adds
something, but not new empirical information. Rather, it adds (or perhaps better, it changes)
a conceptual framework, a kind of discourse.

In short, colligation ‘illuminates’ the colligated facts, making them ‘intelligible’ in a way they were
not prior to colligation (Walsh, 1942, 1974). In the case of causal argument, the built-in relevance relation
of the question being answered will affect such alteration of the conceptual framework, providing a
descriptive generalisation which simultaneously points towards a causal explanation. For example, Ray
(2015: 46, 66–7) colligated events such as:

• (x) the believing of the afflicted
• (y) the failure to demand bonds
• (z) the holding of examinations in public

as:

• (Q) the ‘zeal of the magistrates’.

Here, Ray (2015) employed a colligation rather than a grouping such as ‘themagistrates’ actions’ because
‘the zeal of themagistrates’ more obviously explains why awitch crisis occurred – by implying a propensity
for witch-hunting. By doing so, Ray ‘both sums the individual events and tells us how to take them’ (Walsh,
1974: 136–7). Furthermore, historians explain the causal relationships between colligations, which act
as both the subjects and the objects in causal claims (Dray, 2006; McCullagh, 2011). For example,
when Ray (2015: 66–7) argues that ‘the rampant confessions fuelled more accusations as confessors
named more and more suspects, which, in a vicious judicial circle, continued to legitimate the court’s
arrests and convictions’, colligations such as ‘rampant confessions’ and ‘a vicious judicial circle’ adopt
agentive properties such as ‘fuelling’ and ‘legitimating’. Colligation therefore does not simply precede
the explanation: both are linked reflexively, co-constituting one another.
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Students’ understanding of causal colligations

In terms of epistemology, additional research appears necessary regarding students’ understanding of
the colligations they encounter, as well as their ability to construct their own colligations. Colligation
moves beyond strictly configurational understandings, where individual events are selected and placed
in narrative order. Instead, categoreal understandings are required, as the events are placed into a
category under a conceptual framework (Dray, 2006). Consequently, colligation is highly interpretative
(Walsh, 1974). Colligation’s status as interpretation is also a consequence of the fact that ‘the known data’
are not necessarily agreed upon by all colligators, who in any case will make value judgements regarding
the relative relevance and importance of any constitutive data (White, 1965). Given the interpretative and
argumentative essence of colligation, some of historiography’s ‘fiercest controversies have centred on
how given groups of events are most appropriately colligated’ (Dray, 2000: 229).

Colligations’ construction therefore requires conditions which warrant belief in their truth as judged
by the probative community of historians (McCullagh, 1969, 2011). However, while historians often
have tacit working criteria regarding when to accept colligations, these principles are not universally
agreed, and many historians might struggle to articulate their own principles (Walsh, 1974). Such criteria
will almost certainly include displaying a demonstrable relationship between the colligation and the
supporting evidence. This evidence is framed, comparatively, in untheoretical terms, and it will generally
be considered relatively inarguable by historians. A further criterion is that the historian should avoid
manipulating the data into Procrustean structures (Mandelbaum, 1977). Instead, according to C. Behan
McCullagh (2011: 156), ‘conscientious historians will carefully consider which patterns best fit the data
available to them’. Additionally, although counterexamples are inevitable, the historian should be alert
to exceptions to their colligation. If exceptions become too numerous, or if the omitted data are too
salient, then the generalisation becomes untenable. In sum, a colligation should successfully cover the
known detail while not offering a misleading impression of the whole. To do otherwise, the historian
‘would forfeit the sympathy’ of their peers (Walsh, 1974: 138–9).

In the historiography of the Salem witch trials, we encounter historians justifying their colligations
– even for or against the ostensibly inarguable ‘Salem witch trials’. For example, Baker (2015: 12–13)
argues:

In 1692 witchcraft spread across Essex County and as far away as Boston and southern Maine.
More people from Andover were accused than from any other town, and it is even possible
that these events triggered trials in Connecticut. It might be most appropriate to refer to the
subject of this book as ‘Essex County witchcraft’ or even ‘the New England witchcraft crisis of
1692’. For simplicity I have elected to stay with ‘Salem witch trials’, but I acknowledge that
much of New England was involved. In 1692, people would have said the trials took place in
Salem, but I will follow the convention, used bymany historians, of referring to it in the colonial
era as Salem Town, to differentiate the urban core on the waterfront from Salem Village. Like
many modern scholars, I will at times use the term outbreak to describe the events at Salem
and other large witch hunts. It is a useful descriptor for a phenomenon that spread rapidly, like
an infectious disease. However, in doing so, I do not mean to endorse a biological explanation
for the events of 1692.

Here, Baker (2015) operates with partially communicated criteria justifying his colligations, for example,
by directly referencing his peers (for example, ‘like many modern scholars’) to validate his choices.
Additionally, Baker (2015) interweaves a series of relevant and connected, non-theoretical, empirical
statements that most historians would generally accept (for example, ‘more people from Andover were
accused than from any other town’). He does so to suggest colligations such as ‘the New England
witchcraft crisis of 1692’, which might more satisfactorily cover the known data than a priori alternatives
typically employed. Finally, Baker (2015) takes care to provide his working definition of the potentially
misleading metaphorical term ‘outbreak’ to his readers, recognising that his colligatory choices might
imply a non-historical explanation that he does not advocate.

From a disciplinary perspective, therefore, it would be inappropriate for students to complete their
compulsory history education with the view that colligations are ‘fixed’. Starting with Lee in 1983, there
has been recognition among history-education researchers that further research is required regarding
what teachers’ curricular goals for colligation might be, including how to make colligation-as-argument
explicit to students. For instance, Lee and Howson (2009) note that students tend to be presented with
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pre-colligated ‘conventional’ colligations in history lessons which hide the colligations’ constructedness.
Lis Cercadillo et al. (2017) note such dangers, which can result in students having a historical ontology
where colligations are conflated with pre-given structures that are simply discovered. As Lee (2004) notes,
this danger is particularly pronounced if teachers provide students with large-scale frameworks driven
by pre-colligations (see also Shemilt, 2000). A focus on colligation at higher resolutions may therefore
better enable students to interrogate their status as an interpretation. A further issue identified in the
literature is that students are often unlikely to employ their own colligations, leading Stéphane Lévesque
(2008: 80–5) to encourage further consideration of how to ‘allow students to elaborate, with the teacher’s
assistance, their own (general or specific) colligatory concepts’ (Havekes et al., 2012). Research on
the extent to which students can understand how colligations are constructed and the suppositions
underlying those constructions therefore appears timely. Similarly, the extent to which students can
colligate themselves, and under which circumstances, invites further investigation.

Research design

Research site and participants

The research was conducted in a sixth-form college where I was working as a history teacher. The college,
which has approximately 2,000 students, is in the south-east of England, and it is high achieving in terms
of national averages. For example, in 2019, approximately 65 per cent of students achieved grades A*–B.
Given the study’s aim of identifying curricular goals, the site presented an opportunity to gain access to
participants approaching the end of their school careers who might ordinarily be expected to produce
work of a high standard as judged by external examiners. These students’ work, therefore, could be
used to characterise the goals that younger students and/or students with lower prior attainment might
aspire to, maximising the potential of what could be learnt (Stake, 1995).

The case study was bound to one Year 13 class (students aged 17–18 years) taught by the author,
with 11 consenting students. The students had a range of prior-attainment levels, as judged by their
mean General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) grade when aged 15–16 years (Table 1). The
class was studying the Pearson Edexcel (2017: 86–7) History A-level module ‘The witch craze in Britain,
Europe, and North America, c.1580–c.1750’, which included the depth study ‘Cotton Mather and the
Salem Witch Hunt 1692–93’. The students studied the Salem depth study for five weeks for a total of
nine 65-minute lessons. (For a more detailed overview of the lessons, see Carroll, 2018, 2022.) After the
final lesson, students were asked to answer the awarding body’s sample assessment question at home:
‘“It was the unusual political conditions operating in Massachusetts in 1692 that explain the extraordinary
events in Salem”. How far do you agree with this explanation of the Salem witch hunt of 1692?’ (Pearson
Edexcel, 2014: 355).

Table 1. Overview of the participating students’ prior attainment

Pseudonym Prior attainment (mean GCSE grade/9)

Jason 7.6

Madeleine 7.2

Sophie 6.9

Stella 6.9

Ava 6.8

Abigail 6.7

Caroline 6.1

Agnes 5.7

Naomi 5.1

Isabella 5.0

Elena 4.9
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The lesson sequence

In England, awarding bodies author and manage ‘high-stakes’ assessments. These exigencies can
result in students and teachers changing behaviours, including the narrowing of taught material and
superficial learning of subjects (Baird et al., 2017; Dickens, 2021). For ethical reasons, I had to ensure
that the students were given the optimum opportunity to succeed in their A-level studies. Accordingly,
when making decisions in my planning I had two primary considerations. First, I had to ensure that
I adhered to the awarding body’s specification. Second, I drew on my professional judgement as
an experienced A-level teacher regarding what was feasible for this cohort of students, who had a
range of prior-attainment levels, to achieve. Beyond this uppermost level of priority, in my planning
and data analysis, I aimed to ensure data-source triangulation by cross-referencing the specificities
of this particular historiography with the generalised claims of philosophers of history regarding
colligation (Haydn, 2019). In other words, I subdivided the ‘discipline’ of history into two sub-loci of
authority: philosophies of history and authentic explanations by academic historians operating in the
historiography of the Salem witch trials, giving the sub-loci equal weight and cross-referencing them
against one another.

Each lesson involved the students reading extracts of academic historians’ arguments, which
included colligations. The extracts were: Baker (2015: 31–2, 41–2, 123–5, 127, 183–6, 195–6, 201–2); Boyer
and Nissenbaum (1974: 31, 50–2, 68–9); Hansen (1970: 84–5, 145–6, 204); Norton (2002: 8, 34–6, 72, 77–8,
279–82, 288, 295–7); Ray (2015: 3–5, 7–8, 29, 33–5, 40–1, 46, 66–7, 89–90, 94–6, 116–17, 136–7, 144–5,
149–50, 188–201); Rosenthal (1993: 3–7, 151–2, 175, 178–82, 193–5) and Starkey (1949: 183). Lesson 9
was especially designed to highlight the constructedness of colligatory generalisation to the students.
The students were asked to complete a ‘card-sort’ activity, in which they organised cards summarising
information they had learnt over the previous eight lessons into pervasive themes (Carroll, 2016; Evans
and Pate, 2007). In answering a question explaining the causes of ‘the extraordinary events in Salem’, the
colligations that students needed to construct were necessarily lower level, further down the colligatory
pyramid than the consequence specified in the question. Besides the colligated cause in the question,
about which the students were obliged to argue the relative importance (‘the unusual political conditions
operating in Massachusetts in 1692’), the onus was put on the students to construct their own causal
colligations to emphasise that colligatory generalisations are not conventional. To further make clear
the constructed quality of colligation, the students were asked to present and defend their colligations
to their classmates to expose them to scrutiny from a probative community (Carroll, 2017). The students
were then asked to summarise their thinking using a teacher-made resource which encouraged them to
display a demonstrable relationship between their colligation and their supporting empirical evidence
(Figure 1).

Data analysis

Due to the case-study methodology, it was inappropriate to make claims about cause-and-effect
relationships as a result of my teaching (Hammersley, 2012). Consequently, I deliberately limited my
goals and instead searched for ‘manifestations’. Manifestations allowed me to investigate possible
examples of the students’ prior experiences in the lessons revealing themselves in their subsequent
writing, while concurrently acknowledging that such examples cannot conclusively be attributed to the
teaching (Stake, 1995). My supporting data – which revealed the students’ prior classroom experiences
– were the resources my students had read in their lessons: the extracts written by academic historians,
as well as materials from the awarding body. In a tradition common in English history-teacher research,
the primary data were the students’ essays (Counsell, 2009). Distinguishing ‘supporting’ and ‘primary’
data allowed me to systematically analyse manifestations of the students’ classroom experience in their
writing.

The data were also analysed to provide insight into the extent to which the students had
participated in a ‘discourse community’ of those who produce academic knowledge regarding the Salem
witch trials (Paltridge, 2012; Swales, 1990). A discourse community tends to have shared common goals;
particular ways of communicating its own genres; beliefs, norms and views regarding appropriateness;
and a high level of expertise in their domain, which includes a threshold of proficiency before one is
admitted to membership. Manifestations were therefore subdivided into ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ instances.
The former referred to when the student appeared to draw on the exact wording of the colligations in
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their resources, implying – while they were employing the discourse community’s specialised terminology
– that the student viewed colligations as ‘fixed’, rather than as their own constructions. ‘Indirect’
manifestations were where I identified colligations in a student’s work that were similar but different
to the language they had encountered in lessons. This difference may indicate that the students were
moving beyond mimicry, for example, by employing synonyms of the historian’s original phrasing when
arguing regarding the efficacy of a particular cause or re-appropriating language they had encountered
in discussion of a different cause.

Figure 1. Completed example of a teacher-made resource to scaffold the students’ colligations

Findings

Colligations at differing levels of generality

Individuating colligations

Temporal and spatial delimitation

Philosophers of history have argued that a characteristic that distinguishes historical colligation from
scientific generalisation is that the former is timebound in a unique historical context (Kuukkanen, 2015;
Walsh, 1951). This contextualisation does not apply to the experimental scientist, who can generate their
own data by restoring conditions and repeating experiments in different times and places. For example,
when Ray (2015: 66–7) argued regarding the ‘zeal of the Salem magistrates in 1692’, the colligation
was delimited both spatially (‘Salem’) and temporally (‘1692’). Additionally, a colligation might also be
individuating by indicating unusualness or uniqueness. Baker (2015: 183–6), for instance, colligated
‘the legal irregularities in the proceedings’. If we accept that the discipline of history is concerned with
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explaining the unique event (for example, Antonova, 2020; Mabbett, 2007), then it follows that the causes
of those events also need to be unusual. In this sense, individuating colligations help the historian explain
why events such as the Salem witch trials originated in Essex County, but not somewhere else, or in 1692,
but not before.

Formality implying change over time

A further way of explaining why an event happened when it did, but not before, is by using colligations
which incorporate change over time. Walsh (1974: 128) stressed that colligation often requires awareness
of ‘the importance of process’. McCullagh (1978: 268) developed this notion, identifying ‘formal’
colligations where what gives unity to the historical process is the form of historical change involved
in that development. McCullagh (2011: 153) later added:

historical events can be colligated as constituting a change of a certain kind, such as an
instance of economic growth, or political decline, or a scientific revolution. Such phrases
describe the kind of change brought about by a collection of historical events, admittedly
in very general, and therefore rather vague, terms.

McCullagh (1978, 2011) suggested terms indicative of formal colligations, such as ‘conflict’. Examples
are evidenced in the historiography of the Salem witch trials, such as when Norton (2002: 298) argued
regarding ‘ongoing conflict within Salem Village’. Some colligations – particularly of the ‘formal’ variety
– are often at least partly metaphorical (Cebik, 1969; Dray, 2000). The philosopher of history William H.
Dray (2006: 777) accepted that the metaphorical quality of colligations added a ‘problematic element
to their logical status’, but he considered judicious use acceptable because ‘it draws attention to an
intelligible pattern in the subject matter’ (Dray, 1959: 407).

The students’ essays displayed both direct and indirect manifestations of spatial and temporal
limitation, as well as formality invoking change over time. For example, Madeleine wrote (direct
manifestations in bold, indirect manifestations underlined):

… unstable political conditions had a significant part to play. There was uncertainty
surrounding the lack of a Charter from 1684, unpopularity with the new Charter in 1691 and
the legal instability which led to unresolved conflicts among the people of Massachusetts.

Madeleine’s colligations indicating temporal delimitation (‘the new Charter in 1691’) and formality over
time (‘unresolved conflicts’) are both direct manifestations of her reading, suggesting mimicry (Baker,
2015, Ray, 2015). In both cases, however, she adapted the historians’ originals. In the case of the former,
she included reference to societal disposition – ‘unpopularity’ – which hints towards an explanation as to
why the colonists might have been increasingly inclined towards witch-hunting. In the latter, Madeleine
incorporated specific spatial delimitation (‘Massachusetts’), helping to explain why the crisis occurred in
that particular geographic area. Furthermore, Madeleine introduced a temporally delimited colligation
not derived from her reading (‘uncertainty surrounding the lack of a Charter from 1684’), helping to
explain why the Salem witch trials became more likely from the mid-1680s onwards.

Students also individuated colligations through allusion to unusualness. Elena directly manifested
her reading of Baker (2015) when arguing about the consequences of the accusation and ultimate
execution of Salem Village’s former minister, George Burroughs. According to Elena, George
Burroughs’s accusation ‘led to the belief that if … Burroughs for example, could be a witch, anyone
could, creating room for illegal irregularities to be considered without public opposition’. When
expounding on her argument, Elena more indirectly manifested her reading by employing synonyms:
‘the distinctive legal processes in Salem explain why so many more people [were convicted] of being
witches than in cases before the Salem 1692 witch trials’. In both cases, Elena’s intimation of peculiarity
provides insight into why a unique consequence might have occurred.

Finally, some students constructed formal colligations indicating change over time which had no
obvious analogues in their reading. For example, Jason wrote:

The Salem witch craze of 1692 erupted from a growing atmosphere of unease and anxiety
stemming not only from the unusual political conditions, but also as a consequence of Native
American raids, and growing tensions between the pre-modern puritan demographic and the
newer, less religious centred and more economically motivated settlers.
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Jason’s colligation, where the quality uniting the colligation was ametaphorical process, helps to provide
explanation of why a witch crisis did not occur prior to 1692; antagonisms between the factions in Salem
Village had to reach a tipping point, enabling the disaster.

General colligations

While colligations are historically specific, in some cases they can draw on transhistorical substantive
concepts. McCullagh (1978) accepted that some colligations did not refer to more than one historical
process and therefore could be termed ‘singular’ colligations. McCullagh (2011) deviated from Walsh,
however, by arguing that some colligations – although still explaining specific historical events – employ
general terms and, as such, classify by referring to wholes that have common features. Such general
colligations might include the ‘Puritan Revolution’ (Demos, 1982: 381), the ‘Glorious Revolution’ (Hill,
1996: 15) and the ‘scientific revolution’ (Norton, 2002: 6). While all these colligations have distinguishing
characteristics, they all appeal to certain commonly held understandings of ‘revolutions’ – such as
upheaval or long-term change – to warrant the inclusion of the general term. Certainly, the semantic
content of the word ‘revolution’ is equivocal, and it can operate almost as a ‘catchword’. It has diverse
applications, from political upheavals to social convulsions, to intellectual innovations. Nonetheless,
since the French Revolution, révolution – the same in many languages – has gained an ambivalent yet
ubiquitous semantic quality so as to operate as a flexible ‘collective singular’ met in many international
contexts with a certain initial comprehension (Koselleck, 1985).

While the Glorious Revolution was not explicitly referred to in the historians’ extracts which the
students had read, it was mentioned in the awarding body’s resources (Pearson Edexcel, 2017: 87). Stella
directly manifested this general colligation, displaying imitation, when she wrote:

There was [sic] a number of root causes that allowed the spread of the witch hunt all
over New England; such as the threat of witchcraft and the devil to the perfect theocratic
society and the weakened authority after the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. [Some
students’ mischaracterisation of Massachusetts Bay as a ‘theocracy’ was possibly a result of
their reading of the awarding-body-endorsed textbook (Bullock, 2016: 158). In fact, late
seventeenth-century Massachusetts ministers were not allowed to serve in elected office.]

Elsewhere in her essay, however, Stella developed the general, conventional example that she had
encountered in her reading to create her own, modified colligationwhenwriting ‘both the fear of the devil
on their perfect society, and political instability since the Glorious Revolution, causedmass hysteria and
fear – which in turn, caused a witch craze’. In this example, Stella appeals to widely held conceptions
of ‘revolution’ – in this case, political disruption – which, in turn, implies an explanation for colonists’
witch-hunting.

Colligations indicating explanatory models

Intentionalist colligations

The framing of a colligation can be indicative of the historian’s explanatory model. Although reluctant to
self-identify as an idealist, Walsh’s (1942) earlier views of colligation privileged this tradition, particularly
R.G. Collingwood’s view of explanation (Cebik, 1969; Dray, 1989). At this point, Walsh stressed that
history, unlike natural science, is the study of rational beings who exercise free will. Accordingly,
Walsh adopted an ontology where the historian’s object of study becomes individuals’ outside actions,
which are understood by empathising with that person’s thoughts, intentions and reasons. In this
view, the intrinsic relations unifying the colligation are strictly collective actions carried out by a
person or small group of people consciously acting in concert, and where their goals are ultimately
achieved. Intentionalist colligations, therefore, imply teleology. We occasionally encounter intentionalist
colligations in the historiography of the Salem witch trials. For example, Bernard Rosenthal (1993: 195)
argued regarding the colligated intentions and actions of the individual Chief Justice William Stoughton
by referring to ‘the almost monomaniacal role of Stoughton’. Similarly, Baker (2015: 185) argued that
the small group of Salem magistrates possessed an ‘overriding need to find and convict witches’.

Certain students indirectly manifested colligations inflected with intentionalism in their
explanations, elaborating on their reading. The students had encountered colligations such as
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‘particular decisions and motives of individuals and groups at various levels of society’ (Ray, 2015: 3–4),
and some elaborated and instantiated these, constructing even lower-level colligations. For example,
Isabella wrote, ‘when the mostly female accusers got the attention and credibility for accusing, more
accusations occurred suggesting the motive for young girls in a Patriarchal [sic] society to accuse was
getting attention from the male political figures’. Similarly, Elena wrote of the causal importance
of ‘Key individuals [sic] decisions to allow spectral evidence’. Elena also constructed intentionalist
colligations which were not obviously derived from her reading. For example, she wrote:

in a state where people were so desperate to maintain the puritan theocracy the older citizens
had once created, these conditions of fear and uncertainty led to people in Massachusetts
using witchcraft as a strategy to maintain the very foundations of the colony.

As these two examples demonstrate, of all the students, Elena adopted the most explicitly intentionalist
explanatory model, assigning responsibility for the crisis to the actions of a small group of individuals’
rational, teleological decision-making.

Colligations of non-intentional action

Walsh’s intentionalist view of colligation was open to many of the criticisms applicable to Collingwoodian
idealism more generally. It was reductionist and divorced from the praxis of historians, thereby
undermining Walsh’s own claim that colligation had more empirical warrant that other explanatory
models (Cebik, 1969; McCullagh, 1998; Paul, 2015; Stanford, 1998). For example, even if a historian seeks
to emphasise the causal role of human action in their explanations, Walsh’s initial model did not allow for
actions resulting from emotion, unconscious decision-making, irrationality, unintended consequences,
chance, or purposive actions that are not easily attributable to individuals or small groups consciously
acting together. In sum, explanation reliant solely on intentionalist colligation would fail to conform to
most authentic historiographical causal arguments.

Furthermore, the intentionalist model seemingly disables further colligations found in the
historiography of the Salem witch trials which encapsulate the actions of individuals and small groups.
Bryan Le Beau (1998: ix), for instance, emphasised the consequences of omission of expected action
when ascribing responsibility to ‘the failures of authorities’. In one of the most explicit examples
of mimicry, Abigail adopted Ray’s (2015) argument for why George Burroughs was accused of, and
executed for, witchcraft. Abigail included Ray’s (2015: 198–201) colligation summarising the significance
of Burroughs’s non-fulfilment of his role as Salem Village’s minister in the view of his former congregation:

Very few accused witches in Salem were linked to the impact of the India Raids [sic]. Even
George Burroughs, the individual that was most connected to the Native Americans, the
charges against him was [sic] not centred around his involvement with the Indian raids, but
rather with his failure to perform sufficiently as a Salem Pastor.

Abigail imitatively employed a colligation encapsulating non-intentional individual actions. She
explainedGeorge Burroughs’s fate as an unintended consequence of his failure tomeet the expectations
of his church members, thus making him susceptible to accusation.

Non-purposive, dispositional colligations and complex colligations

Considering the aforementioned and other criticisms, Walsh loosened his definition to include
non-intentionalist colligations (Paul, 2015). Perhaps most crucial in the rejection of Walsh’s initial,
exclusively intentionalist model of colligation was its elimination of the role that conditions play in the
shaping of human consciousness and action. Regardless of whether they should, historians – such as
those in the historiography of the Salem witch trials – include colligations describing supra-personal
conditions (Cebik, 1969; McCullagh, 1978; Paul, 2015; Walsh, 1974). The admission of ‘formal’ colligations
allows historians to construct colligations characterising social, economic and cultural changes, even if
they did not have a clearly demonstrable human agent driving a teleological change, whichWalsh’s initial
model had neglected (Dray, 1989).

Even in his earlier view, Walsh (1951) conceded that the intentionalist model was only an ideal. In
practice, Walsh acknowledged that historians often resorted to ‘semi-teleological’ explanations where
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participating agents’ collective action might be driven by similar ideas, although those agents might not
be consciously collectively acting on them. For McCullagh (1978), colligations can unite complementary
ideas or values held by wider groups, even if those groups do not collectively recognise a preconceived
goal (Dray, 1989; McCullagh, 2011). We find examples of such non-purposive, dispositional colligations
in the historiography of the Salem witch trials. When historians write colligations such as a ‘situation
of instability and anxiety’ (Rosenthal, 1993: 3–4), ‘political and spiritual tensions’ (Baker, 2015: 125–6)
or ‘anger and disappointment at the failure of the militia leadership’ (Baker, 2015: 146), they are not
suggesting that these groups consciously and collectively set themselves the goals of being anxious,
tense or angry; rather, groups of peoples’ similar dispositions helped create conditions conducive to
similar actions.

Some students both directly and indirectly manifested non-purposive, dispositional colligations
that they had encountered in their reading. For example, Madeleine drew heavily on Rosenthal (1993:
3–4) when arguing:

Puritan authorities in Salem used the political instability caused by the absence and
introduction of a new Charter [sic], and the social anxiety as a consequence of the
Indian raids, as examples of Gods [sic] punishment. This is supported by numerous
jeremiad sermons conducted by Puritan ministers such as Increase and Cotton Mather. In
these sermons, ministers would preach about how the people in Salem were to blame
for the political and social instability and that the Devil was at work in Salem. This
led to an atmosphere of fear and anxiety amongst the community which developed into a
witch-hunt in order to please God by preventing evil.

Dispositional and formal colligations which account for change over time are not mutually exclusive.
Some colligations are ‘complex’ in displaying both dispositional and formal features (McCullagh, 1978).
For example, ‘an intensified campaign for moral reformation’ (Baker, 2015: 185) not only indicates
formality (‘intensified’), but it also alludes to the dispositions underpinning the change (‘moral’). Other
students constructed non-purposive, dispositional colligations whichwere not obviously drawn from their
reading, while also increasing their complexity by incorporating formality. For example, Jason argued:

The period of political limbo created a build-up of resentment and unease, as no legal
structures allowed small scale local disputes to fester. This can be seen in the amount of
accusations that correspond to unresolved disputes involving the Putnam Family, a point
argued by historians Boyer and Nissenbaum.

In these examples, the students employed dispositional colligations to describe conditions relating to
affect – ‘anxiety’, ‘resentment’ and ‘unease’ – which help explain why a witch crisis became possible. In
Jason’s case, the identification of ‘build-up’ evokes a change over time, helping the reader appreciate
how such emotional dispositions reached a critical mass in terms of enabling witchcraft allegations in
1692.

Conclusion

The students’ experiences of causal colligation in the classroom appeared to both directly and indirectly
manifest themselves in the students’ subsequent work. In epistemological terms, this study provides
some initial insight into the extent to which reading, understanding and writing causal colligations ‘like a
historian’ is achievable for 17- and 18-year-olds. As Lee (2011: 184) cautioned, students from ages 14 and
above are capable of using specialist terminology in ‘superficially convincing ways without grasping the
nature or significance of the conceptual apparatus to which this terminology pertained’. Some students’
final products certainly suggested such a superficiality; the degree ofmimicry implied that they continued
to view their colligations as pre-given, fixed and conventional (Cercadillo et al., 2017; Lee and Howson,
2009). It is therefore questionable as to whether those students will be able to replicate a similar level of
performancewhen asked to construct similar but different causal arguments without comparable levels of
scaffolding (Havekes et al., 2012). In this sense, one short sequence of lessons – albeit explicitly focusing
on the constructedness of colligations at higher resolutions – was insufficient in enabling all students to
construct their own colligations. Nonetheless, the indirect manifestations in other students’ work from
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across the prior-attainment range suggests that at least some A-level students – under conditions which
need to be more precisely determined – are capable not only of writing convincing causal colligations,
but also of appreciating the underpinning disciplinary framework that those constructions symbolise.

This study suggests that causal colligations at higher resolutions are currently underappreciated
by history-education researchers, and not only because teachers in England are required to support
students in constructing geographically and temporally delimited causal arguments. If the historical
thinking traditions valued in curriculum design in England are to continue legitimating their claims
regarding what should be taught by allusion to academic history – be that to philosophers of history
by history-education researchers or individual works of narrative history by history-teacher researchers
– more justification, systematicity and representativeness may be required to plausibly claim that the
essential features of the highly pluralistic practice of historical explanation have been captured (Førland,
2004; Froeyman, 2009; Gaddis, 2002; Hammer, 2008; Jordanova, 2000; Maza, 2017; Smith, 2011; Tosh,
2006; Van Bouwel and Weber, 2008).

Overreliance on claims made by philosophers of history – especially if such philosophers’
arguments are historically decontextualised and selectively appropriated – risk overgeneralising and
oversimplifying ‘the’ historical discipline. Furthermore, such an approach potentially lacks empirical
warrant, privileging the prescriptive and ignoring the praxis of historians. Described models or
theories derived from authentic explanations in authentic historiography may therefore be beneficial
in corroborating, complicating or contradicting the general claims of philosophers of history, thereby
linking the descriptive and the normative.

Similarly, extrapolating claims of historical explanation writ large by reference to any one
historiography, let alone to a single work, has pitfalls because it represents too small a sample to
make such general claims (Graham, 1983; Martin, 1989; Megill, 2007). Approaches common in the
discourse of history-teacher researchers where claims are based on the work of a single author risk
an unfettered relativism – especially if that author has been selected solely by virtue of being ‘a
historian’. By implying the sacrosanctity of practice, ineffective or non-representative examples of
historical explanation may be misleadingly held to be emblematic (Førland, 2004; Skinner, 2002; Van
Bouwel andWeber, 2008). Cross-referencing specificities in a historiographywith normative philosophies
might enable the curriculum designer to make more general claims regarding the typical patterns of
colligation in explanations that historians employ.

In the view of some philosophers of history, it is feasible and useful to create a taxonomy of
colligations (for example, McCullagh, 1978). Cebik (1969: 49), for instance, noted ‘one may (and
often does for pedagogical purposes) distinguish classes of colligatory concepts’. This study has
contributed to identifying, honing and systematising achievable curricular goals for colligation in
meso- and micro-level causal arguments. As well as providing some clarity in teachers’ planning in
the immediate term, such goals might help frame larger-scale investigations. These studies might
determine with more certainty the extent to which such manifestations can be attributed to the students’
experiences in lessons and the efficacy of these approaches to teaching colligation.

First, historical colligations individuate and historically contextualise, through temporal or
geographical delimitation, or incorporation of change over time, or allusions to unusualness. The
‘unificationist’ view of explanation has elicited little sympathy since its zenith in themid-twentieth century,
with anti-unificationists emphasising history’s distinctive objects of study, epistemology, metaphysics
and praxis, which necessitate disciplinarily distinctive logical structures of explanation (for example,
Graham, 1983; Hammer, 2008; Ricoeur, 1984; Stanford, 1994; Tucker, 2009). While the borders of the
historical discipline are clearly permeable, certain philosophers of history and practising historians find
the distinction between ‘explanations in history’ (non-historical explanations we might find in historical
writing) and ‘historical explanation’ (specifically historical explanation) fruitful.

For example, social scientific explanations tend to identify general rules across units of comparison,
while historical explanations focus on the unique event, with Bevir (2007: 308) noting the ‘philosophical
collapse of positivism that informs social science history with its attempts to explain historical particulars
by reference to mid-level or even universal generalities’ (Antonova, 2020; Hewitson, 2015; Mabbett,
2007). Such trends have been reflected in the historiography of the Salem witch trials. Historians
who incorporated social scientific methods from functionalist anthropology, sociology and Freudian
psychohistory to place the events of 1692 into the wider context of New England witchcraft were highly
influential in the 1970s and 1980s. More recently, however, critics have argued that such works ‘do not
adequately explain why Salem Village’s outbreak of accusations, unlike those that had come before,
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turned into a thorough witch hunt’ (Gragg, 1992: 213; for example, Boyer andNissenbaum, 1974; Demos,
1970, 1982; Karlsen, 1989). This distinction is reified in colligations. For example, Walsh (1942, 1951)
did acknowledge that historians occasionally included science-like ‘covering laws’ in their explanations,
but that they characterised these as an explanation in history rather than as a specifically historical
explanation. When Chadwick Hansen (1970: 145–6) argues regarding the causal importance of ‘an
outbreak of epidemic hysteria in Salem Village’, this does not qualify as a historical colligation, despite
existing in historical writing. While the generalisation is spatially bound, the indefinite article suggests a
generally applicable, biological explanation extending beyond the specific event.

Second, in some senses, colligation treads the penumbra between the disciplinary and the
substantive. Currently in history-education literature, there appears to be a lack of consensus
regarding what qualifies as a ‘colligatory’ concept, particularly vis-à-vis a ‘substantive concept’ and
their interrelationships. Haenen and Schrijnemakers (2000) usefully subdivided substantive concepts,
distinguishing between the ‘unique’ – which apply exclusively to the period in question (for example,
‘D-Day’, ‘The Peace of Westphalia’ or ‘Napoleon’) – and ‘the transhistorical’ – which requires students
to appreciate the characteristics that unify the concept across time, even if those meanings are subject
to change over that time (for example, ‘king’, ‘parliament’ or ‘depression’). The distinction between
unique substantive concepts and colligations may be one of degree rather than order. A concept such
as ‘The Peace of Westphalia’ cannot be explained by reference to a single concrete object, person or
event, so it can perhaps also be characterised as a lower level colligation, albeit one that is conveyed
less theoretically.

Furthermore, other researchers categorise concepts such as ‘slavery’, ‘freedom’, ‘progress’ and
‘multiculturalism’ as colligations, arguing that such terms are ‘transhistorical’ (Lévesque, 2008: 70–6, 104).
If claims are legitimated by appeals to academia, such as the philosophy of history of Walsh, then a
‘transhistorical colligation’ in a historical explanation – contrasted with an explanation in history – is a
contradiction in terms, because it provides little opportunity to explain the unique event. ‘Slavery’, for
example, is better categorised as a transhistorical substantive concept because it is a term that relates
events of the same class across time without specifying a particular historical context. In other words,
such concepts are certainly potentially constitutive of colligation – particularly of the ‘general’ variety
– but in themselves they fail to qualify as colligatory concepts because they do not provide complex
particularity, and, as such, they cannot achieve colligation’s purported pathway to domain specificity
(Havekes et al., 2017).

Such findings have broader implications for how colligations are characterised in history curriculum
design. Some history-education researchers have classified colligation as a discrete second-order
concept (for example, VanSledright, 2010). Furthermore, others have claimed that citing causes is
a different exercise from colligating pervasive themes to events (for example, Lévesque, 2008). A
danger possibly exists in conceptualising a dichotomy between colligation and other second-order
concepts, in this case, causation. Such an approach appropriates Walsh’s analytic philosophy of
history as a locus of disciplinary authority while simultaneously decontextualising Walsh’s arguments,
which were strongly situated in the mid-twentieth-century Anglophone debate about the status of
historical explanation (Dray, 1989). By committing to answering a causal question, the historian is
concurrently obliged to colligate the supra-personal as ‘causes’, and will therefore impose categoreal
understandings on to the configurational (Dray, 2006). In other words, if colligation is to achieve its
putative status as a second-order concept, this should not dismiss the possibility that the construction of
individual colligations are themselves inflected by conceptual thinking; in this specific case, the intrinsic
relations linking the isolable ‘facts’ are causal (Chapman and Hale, 2017). Like all models describing
complex phenomena, a risk is that the categorisation of colligation as a second-order concept leads to
simplification, such as by downplaying interactivity with other concepts.
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