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Distance and Distances in our View of the Past

MARK SALBER PHILLIPS

It is easier for me to speak to the genesis of my interest in dis-
tance and historical representation than to say very much about 
the inevitable gaps or inconsistencies in my way of working with 
this concept. Much of my pleasure in writing On Historical Dis-
tance57 came from seeing unexpected questions come to light 
when I began to re-think of distance in new and more fl exible 
terms. What if historians jettisoned their clichés about distance 
as objectivity and imagined it instead as a problem of mediation? 
What if historians bracketed distance as a measure of time in 
order to consider it in more social or affective terms? 

The essential test of an idea is its generative appeal. Imag-
ine, then, my pleasure in having been able to discuss my interest 
in these issues in the company of historians and literary scholars 
of the caliber of Kenneth Dewar, Marcie Frank, Barbara Leckie, 
and Allan Greer. Though my remarks are intended to revisit 
some issues I raised in OHD, I want to stress my admiration for 
the ways their contributions have extended the discussion well 
beyond my own. 

The idea of historical distance is hardly new. On the con-
trary, historians have staked a great deal on the idea that distance 
gives us the detachment we need to form a dispassionate view of 
the past. Indeed, this distinction between supposed objectivity 
and blind prejudice has often been seen as the divide between 
cultures that are capable of modern historical perspectives and 
those that are confi ned to religious or ideological irrationalism. 
But we need not press the question this far to recognize the ideo-
logical weight carried by the idea of distance — or the potential 
benefi ts that may come from liberalizing our conception of this 
powerful idea. 

I. Distance and Historical Representation. A genera-
tion ago, Hayden White proclaimed that he would begin with 
what history “most manifestly is: a verbal prose structure in the 
form of a narrative discourse.” This orientation to prose narra-
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tive produced some fruitful discussions, but there were reasons 
to distrust a strategy that appeared to invite a reductive equation 
of historiography and fi ction. Over time, I have come to think 
of historical representation in terms of purposes that seem to me 
more fundamental as well as more comprehensive. Narrative — 
fundamentally a question of form — is only one dimension of 
historical practice, nor is prose the exclusive medium of history. In 
an age when fi lm, television, and other media occupy such prom-
inence in our sense of the past — to say nothing of biography, 
theatre, or the historical novel — it seems more necessary than 
ever to think about history in terms of a wider spectrum of rep-
resentation. What history “most manifestly is” (to echo White’s 
formula) is not narrative prose as such. More fundamental, I 
believe, is its mediatory purpose, its commitment to connecting 
present and past in meaningful ways. In simplest terms, as Jacob 
Burckhardt put it long ago, “history is on all occasions a record 
of what one age fi nds worthy of note in another.”

Today, what historiography requires is a set of tools that 
would help clarify our mediatory practices — and one that does 
so in a manner that takes account of the broad range of methods 
and purposes that make up the contemporary fi eld of historical 
representation. Crucially, too, it will be important to approach 
this challenge in a spirit of liberal inclusion. Only then can we 
avoid the temptation to prescriptiveness leads us to embed the 
desired answer in the opening question. 

II. Variations of Distance as a Heuristic. The essence of my 
argument about distance is quickly stated. In common usage, his-
torical distance refers to a position of detached observation made 
possible by the passage of time. Understood in this sense, distance 
has long been regarded as essential to modern historical practice, 
but these assumptions narrow the idea of distance and burden it 
with a regulatory purpose. I argue that distance needs to be recon-
ceived in terms of the wider set of engagements that mediate our 
relations to the past, as well as the full spectrum of distance-po-
sitions from near to far. Re-imagined in these terms, the idea of 
distance sheds its prescriptiveness and becomes a valuable heuristic 
for examining the history of historical representation. 
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If temporality is conceived in relation to the full range of 
mediations entailed in historical representation, historical dis-
tance is freed from its customary linearity. Rather, our time-sense 
can be recognized as something molded by a variety of distances
(in the plural) refl ecting our need to engage with the histori-
cal past as (simultaneously) a realm of making, feeling, doing, and 
understanding. Thus for every historical work, we need to consider 
at least four basic dimensions of representation as they relate to 
the problem of mediating distance: 1. The genres, media, and 
vocabularies that shape a history’s formal structures of represen-
tation; 2. The affective claims made by the historical account, 
including the emotional experiences it promises or withholds; 
3. The work’s implications for action, whether of a political or 
moral nature; 4. The modes of understanding on which the his-
tory’s intelligibility depends. These overlapping, but distinctive 
distances — formal, affective, summoning, and intelligibility — pro-
vide an analytic framework for examining changing modes of 
historical representation.

These categories overlap, but to some degree they orient 
themselves differently in time. The formal, being the realm of 
making, is the dimension of mediation most fully rooted in pres-
ent time and it carries that knowledge to the reader. In modern 
circumstances, when aesthetic form is often chosen for historical 
effect, “we understand the meaning of such formal gestures pre-
cisely because we accept that the act of representation itself rests 
fully in its own present. Affect, by contrast, seems the realm in 
which representation most clearly solicits “a willing suspension of 
disbelief.” As readers or viewers, we participate in a special class 
of historical emotions, whether they are founded in an impossible 
dream of unmediated access, or (to the contrary) in the opacity of 
a past that resists every attempt at familiarization and can never 
be our own.

If the formal is most fully entrenched in the present and 
affect in negotiating the presence of the past, the summons of 
moral or ideological commitment is the dimension of represen-
tation that most explicitly signals an orientation to the future. 
Only there, where history has not yet happened, can practical 
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action still be envisaged. Stated more broadly, it is in the arena 
I have called summoning that we are most aware that all histor-
ical representation incorporates a then of futurity as well as of 
praeterity. By the same token, of all the engagements involved 
in historical representation, our need for intelligibility is the one 
that most clearly traces the circle from past to future and from 
question to answer. Unsurprisingly, this journey toward under-
standing has often monopolized the attention of philosophers, 
while other dimensions of mediation are sublimated or ignored 
as less respectable modes of encounter with the past.”

III. Summary. This summary — closely taken from my 
recent book — is intended to give you a compact account of my 
central argument, but it may still be helpful to reiterate some 
key ideas. 

1. My point of departure is that all forms of historical rep-
resentation — visual as well as verbal — can be understood as 
exercises in mediation. Whether we focus on different historio-
graphical schools (e.g. microhistory vs “big history”) or different 
genres and media (biography, historical novel, fi lm, history paint-
ing), mediatory questions are central. 

2. In ordinary usage, distance refers to something far off 
or removed. But if we think of distance in the mediatory con-
text I am proposing, then distance becomes a relational term 
which applies to the full range of positions, near as well as far. 
Detachment, of course, is a modulation of distance, but so too 
is proximity. Both are relations of distance and need to be con-
sidered in examining forms of representation — as also many 
contexts of social life. Thus it will be more useful to think of dis-
tance in terms of types and degrees of proximity or removal, rather 
than in simple oppositions.

3. In relation to the past, we often speak of distance as 
though its meanings were self-evidently temporal. Common 
experience, however, tells us that temporality is responsive to 
other distances. Americans today retain a close bond with the 
“Founding Fathers” that has no counterpart in the psyche of their 
Anglo-Canadian neighbors, though Francophone and Aboriginal 
Canadians come to the eighteenth century with powerful mem-
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ories of their own. Temporality, in short, is only one dimension 
of distance, which is shaped by a variety of other mediations — 
notably form, affect, summoning, and intelligibility.

4. Against this background, I want to suggest that changes 
in historical representation announce themselves as signifi cant 
reconfi gurations of distance. For my generation, Carlo Ginzburg’s 
rejection of the Braudelian longue durée for the political insights 
and affective pleasures of microhistory stands as a paradigm case. 
Microhistory was not just a formal change as its name seems to 
indicate. Rather, Ginzburg’s approach also involved an important 
re-consideration of affect, ideology, and intelligibility as well. 

5. Finally, I want to stress that I call this theoretical frame-
work a heuristic because it offers itself as no more than a possible 
map of investigation, rather than a body of prescriptive theory. 
In itself the heuristic answers no questions. Rather, it draws 
attention to a set of key historiographical functions, without 
presupposing specifi c answers to the specifi c questions that fol-
low. At this level, historical representation remains as always the 
domain of the working historian, fi lm maker, or artist whose job 
it is to probe the actual problems of description and explanation, 
making use of whatever resources of evidence and imagination 
the problem requires.

On Historical Distance fl eshes out this notion of distance, fol-
lowed by a series of chapters examining distance and historical 
representation across a broad variety of genres in three deliber-
ately wide-spaced periods of history: the Renaissance in Italy; the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in Britain; and the late 
twentieth century in Europe and America. Thus I describe the 
book as advancing a theoretical structure, followed by ten and a 
half experiments. My current work — a study of history paint-
ing across several centuries — continues thi s effort of theory and 
exemplifi cation with a deep study of one great genre of visual 
representation. If its scope and approach are somewhat differ-
ent, its fundamental concern with distance and representation 
is much the same. As David Hume put it long ago, “There is an 
easy reason why everything contiguous to us ... should be con-
ceived with a peculiar force and vivacity, and excel every other 
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object, in its infl uence on the imagination. Ourself is intimately 
present to us, and whatever is related to self must partake of that 
quality.”58
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