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Introduction 
 
 

 
The immediate cause for the existence of this collection stems 
from the annual colloquium of the Philosophical Society of 
Finland, organized at the University of Oulu in June of 2022. 
However, the results displayed here should not be regarded 
as straightforward conference proceedings, even if the essays 
are indeed based on presentations premiered at that event. 
First, what we find here is only a small proportion of the total 
of 29 presentations seen at the colloquium. Second, the fol-
lowing papers are not merely the written transcriptions of the 
talks, as the authors have expanded their presentations to the 
length of full research articles. As such, the manuscripts sub-
mitted for publication went through a further round of blind 
peer review during the editorial process. We thank everyone 
who submitted their paper for consideration and the anony-
mous peer reviewers for their constructive assessments.  

The annual colloquiums of The Philosophical Society of 
Finland are organized as international researcher seminars, 
with free theming, on alternate years. Every other year, the 
colloquiums are aimed for the Finnish speaking general audi-
ences. This colloquium 2022 was the third international event 
so far, with the previous conferences being the Philosophical 
Society of Finland Colloquium 2018 (PSFC 2018) and Annual 
Colloquium of the Philosophical Society of Finland 2020 
(FiPhi 2020). The overarching theme for the 2022 meeting was 
given in the title “Past. Future. Philosophy.” The idea was to 
highlight the strengths and the two focus areas of the Univer-
sity of Oulu as the host organization, namely the philosophy 
of history and the philosophy of education—in some sense, 
the former looks to the past and the latter to the future. How-
ever, this loose theme allows for a wide range of philosophi-
cal topics and approaches, as the results here show. A 
workshop titled “The Future of Philosophy of History” was 
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held concurrently with the colloquium, organized by Jouni-
Matti Kuukkanen, Georg Gangl and Ilkka Lähteenmäki. Var-
ious presentations from the workshop have been published in 
a special issue “The Futures of Philosophy of History” of 
Journal of the Philosophy of History (Volume 17, issue 2, 2023), 
edited by Gangl and Lähteenmäki.  

The passing of Professor Simo Knuuttila only a week after 
the colloquium casts a sad shadow over our memories of the 
colloquium. Knuuttila was the guest of honor at the event, 
delivering the opening keynote presentation. To honor his 
memory, his presentation is included here. In his paper, 
Knuuttila reflects on the expectations various philosophers 
have placed on the field of the history of philosophy. In his 
text, he presents and comments on a wide range of approach-
es to understanding the nature and purpose of history of phi-
losophy. 

The second keynote presentation is Miira Tuominen’s 
“Why the Past is Important for the Future in Philosophy”. In 
it Tuominen reflects on the different considerations we must 
pay attention to when we approach historical philosophers. 
In conclusion she provides a defending argument in case for 
availability of the Classics against unnecessary censorship 
based on contemporary, political anxieties: learning from past 
authors, flawed as they may be, is essential for our under-
standing of the present. 

In the opening article of this volume, Eerik Lagerspetz and 
Sari Roman-Lagerspetz offer a detailed look at the much dis-
cussed, and much criticized, thesis of “end of history”. The 
thesis was popularized by Francis Fukuyama, but as Lager-
spetz and Roman-Lagerspetz show, it originates in works of 
G. W. F. Hegel, and especially in the readings of Hegel by 
Russian-French philosopher Alexandre Kojève. Without tak-
ing a definite stand on right way to read Hegel, the authors 
argue that while many authors before Kojève discussed the 
idea of end of history, it is Kojève how first thought that He-
gel’s philosophy actually implies this thesis, and furthermore, 
Kojève is the first philosopher to argue that the thesis also is 
true. As Kojève’s interpretation of this thesis as well as Hegel 
has been very influential, the authors here provide a valuable 
critical discussion about the historical details of this influen-
tial philosophical thesis.  
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In his article, Sami Pihlström draws on his recent book de-
veloping a pragmatist philosophy of the humanities. 
Pihlström is interested not in methodological questions of 
historiography, but more specifically in the general realism 
issue as applied to the study of the past from a pragmatist 
perspective. His focus is pragmatist view of truth, and its ap-
plication to studying the historical past. Pihlström points out 
several specific, but important issues and concepts central to 
the pragmatist approach in historiography, especially relating 
to the important connection between epistemology and on-
tology, which raises many questions not only for pragmatist 
approaches, but for philosophy of history more generally. 

Olli Lagerspetz discusses Peter Winch’s view in relation to 
the preconditions of making truth claims about the past. The 
issue Lagerspetz focuses is specifically on against what kind 
of general background any meaningful knowledge claims 
about the past could be made, for in general, such claims pre-
suppose at least a certain systematicity to the working of na-
ture. Focusing on Winch’s interests in metaphysical questions 
about truths about the past, yet inside the framework of 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy that is often considered hostile to 
such metaphysical questions, Lagerspetz questions some im-
portant standard realist presuppositions about knowledge of 
the past and its relation to the knowledge about the present. 

Paavo Pylkkänen offers the reader a detailed exposition of 
physicist David Bohm’s “implicate order” world view. That 
view implies a physics-based way to think about time and 
movement that is interesting to philosophers as well in their 
own right. Pylkkänen shows the way Bohm’s implicate order 
view challenges the traditional “block-universe” view and 
replaces it with a view of past as “enfolded structures” and 
future as “unfolded structures” in the present moment. Py-
lkkänen indicates how Bohm’s view has implications for 
physical theories, such as avoiding postulating particles mov-
ing backwards in time, but also philosophically interesting 
consequences as well, for instance, about the nature of expe-
riences about movement and passage of time. 

In his chapter, Jani Hakkarainen analyzes the relationship 
between metaphysical realism and realism about metaphysi-
cal realism. He argues, by drawing on the formal ontological 
tradition and by looking at several thinkers in that tradition, 
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that the two views should be distinguished and kept apart. 
Hakkarainen discusses the relation between the views and 
emphasizes how arguments against standard metaphysical 
realism (e.g., such as were presented by David Hume) cannot 
be settled on their own without entering argumentation 
about the second-order view about metaphysical realism 
about metaphysics as well. As Hakkarainen proceeds, he 
suggests theoretical ways to relate different areas of meta-
physical study to each other to present a general topology of 
this complex field of study. 

Henriikka Hannula provides a systematic and step-by-step 
exegetical reconstruction of Dilthey’s theory of historical un-
derstanding, which offers an answer to the question of how 
we can know anything about the past. Hannula first contex-
tualizes Dilthey’s project in its proper intellectual-historical 
setting and then reviews the main epistemological and onto-
logical arguments Dilthey gave for the possibility of scientific 
historical understanding. As a result, we acquire a compre-
hensive picture of Dilthey’s philosophical thinking on the 
conditions and possibilities of historical knowledge.  

In “A Note to ‘Meaning in Time’” Jaakko Reinikainen ex-
amines “Kripkenstein’s” skeptical challenge in the field of 
philosophy of language. Reinikainen considers how the caus-
al-historical account of reference put forward by Kripke and 
Devitt can help us solve the challenge in two steps. First is to 
see the challenge not as a metaphysical but as a logical prob-
lem that leads us to accept a temporal, historical account of 
meaning. Second is to see meaning as an aspect of causal-
historical reference, in which case meanings will be under-
stood as historical in nature. 

Katariina Lipsanen analyzes Henri Bergson’s views re-
garding the temporal nature of philosophy. In this undertak-
ing, Bergson’s concept of duration (durée) is of central 
importance, as it can help us see how Bergson’s philosophical 
methodology carries far-reaching ramifications for his overall 
conception of philosophy. Lipsanen also provides examples 
of how these ideas might have practical applications.  

Johan Sandelin discusses various ways to understand and 
to tackle the Non-Identity Problem. He also asks, whether we 
have a moral obligation not to act in a way that triggers injus-
tices? As a solution, Sandelin looks at cases involving seem-
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ingly unalterable premises. He advances a justice-based prin-
ciple that by considering unjust also those fates that could not 
be bettered, provides a novel approach to the Non-Identity 
Problem.   

In his paper “The future of political institutions” Tuukka 
Brunila reconsiders the normative dimensions of Michel Fou-
cault’s genealogical method, especially as they pertain to ana-
lyzing the nature of political institutions. He puts forward a 
normative reading of Foucauldian genealogical critique, and 
through its lens views political institutions as historically con-
tingent phenomena. This helps us to see how political institu-
tions are transformable. 

In addition to the editors of this volume, the organizing 
committee for the colloquium consisted of Professors Jouni-
Matti Kuukkanen, Katariina Holma and lecturer Vili 
Lähteenmäki. The organizers would also like to thank Veli-
Mikko Kauppi, Minna-Kerttu Kekki, Anna Itkonen and 
Samuel Iinatti for their assistance with the practicalities in 
running the event. 
 

 
Eero Kaila, Henri Pettersson & Jani Sinokki   
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The History of Philosophy –                             
What can be expected from it  

 
SIMO KNUUTTILA1 

 
 
Western philosophy has not been especially time-conscious in 
its acts of self-reflection. This goes without the obvious refer-
ences to what has previously been said about the subject. Phi-
losophy, in itself, is neither the practice of expecting and 
anticipating the future, nor of remembering the past. Works 
of philosophy contain defended claims which are assumed to 
hold ground in perpetuity, as Kierkegaard says when talking 
about existential choices. When temporality and its categories 
are discussed within philosophy, the viewpoint is thought to 
be external to time. This is the case with Kant’s transcenden-
tal philosophy as well as Heidegger’s existential analysis in 
his book Being and Time. Perhaps one could ask, how could it 
be otherwise? Even though practitioners of philosophy are 
temporal and changing beings, their cognitive culture is an 
intellectual activity which considers understandable reality 
and its conditions as residing in the conceptual present. I 
shall not address here any committed political philosophy 
such as messianism or Leninism which would serve to ad-
vance a desired future.  

A great part of philosophical literature is source material 
for the history of philosophy. It is, in other words, a record of 
philosophical works written in past times. Philosophy of an-

 
1 Simo Knuuttila held this opening keynote presentation of the Philosoph-
ical Society of Finland’s Colloquium Past. Future. Philosophy in Oulu 9th 
June 2022. He passed away suddenly only a week after the event. The text 
is translated into English by the editors. The editors would like to express 
their gratitude to Marja-Liisa Kakkuri-Knuuttila for making this presenta-
tion available. 
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cient and medieval times has survived in the form of copied 
manuscripts. Early modern philosophy has persisted also in 
printed form. The history of philosophy consists of this litera-
ture which resides on the shelves of libraries or saved as 
computer data, even when no one is reading or listening to it 
in audio book form. 

A Western reader well versed in the history of philosophy 
can usually locate an English translation or written text on the 
timeline of the history of philosophy, even when the title or 
the author is unknown to them. What is such identification 
based on? That the text is part of the history of philosophy 
might be apparent from its old-fashioned style and the philo-
sophical concepts and possibly some more specific terminol-
ogy it contains, such as a discussion about general concepts, 
future contingencies, consequence, determinism, and so on. 
Naturally, other things are also needed to identify the text. 
When the text is identified, it can be placed on the right li-
brary shelf, if this is all that is required. Many works of the 
history of philosophy are familiar to practitioners of philoso-
phy in this superficial way.  

Deeper and more involved understanding of an older his-
torical volume requires interpretation dictated by temporal 
distance. There are two traditions here which are called ra-
tional reconstruction and historical reconstruction. Rational 
reconstruction is the most popular mode of interpreting phil-
osophical-historical texts. It was also the approach favored in 
the early period of so-called analytical philosophy. Russell’s 
book on Leibniz or his later work, A History of Western Philos-
ophy, function as examples. In these cases, the text is being 
read in the light of philosophical inquiry, i.e., it is thought to 
contain an answer in the form of an argument to a philosoph-
ical question in the reader’s mind. The task of the interpreter 
is then to recognize the philosophical problem, to explain 
how the work answers their question and possibly to evalu-
ate the validity of the answer. Interpretative questions are 
philosophical if they can be understood in ontological, epis-
temological, or semantic terms. The relevance of the work in 
relation to the interpretative questions determines its philo-
sophical nature. According to a common presumption, the 
subject of interpretation is ultimately philosophical reason. 
For better or for worse, this same reason is thought to have 
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directed the original author of the text. The metaphysics of 
the interpretation then emerges from the general guidelines 
of philosophy. Philosophical reason seeks rational action 
from the text. In the tradition of rational reconstruction, in-
vestigating the historical background is not actual philosophy 
but historical research instead. 

Historical reconstruction is distinct from rational recon-
struction. The former strives toward understanding of mean-
ing. This model was developed in Wilhelm Dilthey’s 
influential philosophy of humanistic sciences, in which the 
research interest is focussed on historical understanding in-
stead of natural scientific explanation of phenomena. Texts 
are intended to be read in their original historical context. 
According to Dilthey, accessing the true meaning of works 
requires entering the historical horizon of the author. The 
Western tradition has philosophical connections to the inter-
preter’s own thinking, which makes it comprehensible at first 
look. To counter, this effective-historical familiarity contains 
concepts and chains of thought that have another kind of 
background color, and this requires immersion within the 
differing as Friedrich Schleiermacher describes. Text can be 
conceived as the articulation of subjective experience, and the 
goal of understanding as re-experiencing the original experi-
ence, an activity known to enrich the interpreter’s conscious-
ness. Historically interpreted truths are understandable in the 
historical perspective. 

The problem of communicating subjective experience was 
central to discussion spurred by Dilthey’s extended method-
ology, which can be called the hermeneutic theory of inter-
pretation. The key names of this theory in the previous 
century were Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur. The ques-
tion was posed: what would re-experiencing the original 
mean? The crux of the critical answer was that the original 
question was already construed from the perspective of the 
interpreter. The main content of the history of philosophy can 
be read to be the merging of the text’s horizon of meaning 
and the interpreter’s horizon of understanding, taking place 
within acts of historical interpretation. 

A hermeneutic event can be thought of as a kind of hybrid 
of rational and historical reconstruction because the history of 
philosophy is defined by effective history and pre-
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understanding of tradition. Hermeneutic understanding is 
described as re-understanding the subject matter of the text. 
Hermeneutic theory of interpretation has been applied to 
analytic philosophy by Richard Rorty, who distinguishes its 
anachronism-averse basic level and, the more applied, Gad-
amer-type conceptual historical development. Avoiding 
anachronism is based on Quentin Skinner’s philosophical 
interpretation, which relies on speech-acts. Anachronism, in 
this context, is defined as a philosophical chain of thought, 
which is not formulated or intended to be included in the text 
by the author. How should one think about this? If, for ex-
ample, Plato’s theory of justice is construed, it is understand-
able that some presupposition of justice works as a starting 
point. The result of research in this case is such that Plato’s 
concept of justice contains uses of the concept, for example 
use A and use B. Researcher can also notice that it does not 
contain an instance of use C, which could be familiar for them 
in Rawls’s theory of justice. To point out this omission is not 
an anachronism in Plato’s case, because on one hand the 
omission effects only the latter and on the other it shines light 
on the historical profile of the concept. Alternatively, if the 
purpose of the researcher was to clarify Plato’s concept of 
justice, multiple references to later ideas are considered inap-
propriate by many. These have more to do with conceptual 
history than with Plato’s theory. This sort of comparison is 
not expected from historical research on Plato; on the contra-
ry, many critics consider this strange within the field of Plato 
scholarship. 

The sketch above considers the philosophical-historical in-
terpretation of texts. Since the 1970s, another kind of theory 
has been present in the debates of philosophy of history (as a 
scientific discipline): the so-called narrativist theory of histor-
ical writing. Its key authority figure, Frank Ankersmit, is 
primarily interested in political history. According to Anker-
smit, essential to prominent works of political history are syn-
thesizing theses that he calls narratives. They shape the 
internal structure of a presentation and connect it with the 
conceptual horizon of the interpreter. In Ankersmit’s view, 
the comparison and evaluation of contemporary works of 
historians is based on politico-moral and esthetic criteria. Ep-
istemic criteria are not a part of evaluative criteria of narrativ-
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ist works, because they do not interact with past events as 
such, nor is truth-seeking description thus an evaluable point 
of comparison. The narrative structure in presentations con-
cerning the past has to be valued differently, rather than by 
epistemic interest. 

According to Jouni-Matti Kuukkanen, who in his 2015 
book Postnarrativist Historiography of Philosophy discusses the 
subject, conceptions of truth are considered to be the weak 
point of narrativist theories. Kuukkanen writes that evalua-
tion criteria of research include the question of rational justi-
fication in relation to its limiting factors. Concerning truth, 
scholars of history may hold relevant the fact that research is 
limited by its research material. This requires integrity, com-
prehensiveness, and coherence. History is distinct from fic-
tion, which, although it also can fulfill the conditions of 
integrity and coherence, lacks the evidence for argumenta-
tion, which is necessary for historical research. 

Kuukkanen has also researched the transformation of sci-
entific theories and common presumptions held in conceptu-
al history. He has looked at Lovejoy’s history of ideas as well 
as its critique, and he has defended, in a way, Lovejoy’s con-
ception of unit-ideas, although his interpretation has different 
goals than Lovejoy. Kuukkanen writes that the tradition of a 
concept can change and remain the tradition of the same con-
cept by assuming on one hand that the same basic element of 
the concept is retained in between its uses, and on the other 
that these changes concern matters in its periphery. This 
model somewhat resembles that found in Aristotle’s Physics, 
with its ideas of immutable substances and their changing 
accidences. While the ideas of Wittgensteinian family resem-
blance, gradual change, and historical identity are interesting, 
they are also problematic, as Kuukkanen notes. Should we 
think that, for example, a concept altered completely in terms 
of content would be the same as another concept within that 
tradition? Without defending a metaphysical assumption as 
strong as this, Kuukkanen holds it reasonable to presume that 
it is necessary to distinguish the observable core from its mu-
table part within a conceptual complex. His examples are 
Koselleck’s notes on Bildung and Pauli Kettunen’s account of 
the concept of ‘society’. Kuukkanen characterizes his stance 
on philosophy of history to be that of rational pragmatism. 
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Jari Kaukua and Vili Lähteenmäki have studied conditions 
of interpretation. In addition to Kuukkanen’s proposed im-
mutable core, Kaukua and Lähteenmäki present in their theo-
ry non-textual conceptual explanatory aspects of change. 
According to their theory, in addition to historical and con-
ceptual reconstruction, the phenomenal level of interpretation 
needs to be taken into account. Their view is that historical 
texts contain phenomenal presumptions about the observable 
world, which constitute the interpreter’s everyday experi-
ence. Kaukua and Lähteenmäki take note of the phenomenal 
premiss that is generally accepted in scholarship of history, 
according to which texts describe (at least in part) the same 
world that forms the interpreter’s world view. According to 
the 19th century historist theory of interpretation, interpreting 
a historic event always requires a scientific basis for the inter-
preted event. This is in accordance with Lähteenmäki’s and 
Kaukua’s non-textual aspect of interpretation. If sources re-
port, for example, about strange paranormal miracles page 
after page, as the Ecclesiastical History of the English People by 
Bede does, they cannot be considered as descriptions of 
events that have taken place. This, however, is not Kaukua’s 
and Lähteenmäki’s example. The historist secular pre-
requirement is the same as Galilei’s principle: physics de-
scribes the observable movements of the stars—or whatever 
they are called. 

One of Lähteenmäki and Kaukua’s examples is the medie-
val debate about justified price, in which writers are thought 
to have a similar pre-conception about the market. One could 
ask if this consensus is a non-textual presumption, or whether 
it is in fact a literal assumption that can be read in the popular 
Aristotelian works. Perhaps the question of proper interest 
rate would have been more interesting as an example. Why 
has it been four percent to this date since the medieval times? 
Lähteenmäki and Kaukua think that temporal-historical dis-
cussion in the context of contextual reconstruction is a partly 
non-textual presumption that can be relevant in terms of 
changing meaning, even in the case when only parts of the 
historical texts are known. 

Kaukua and Lähteenmäki present an example of the par-
tial overlapping of interpreted text and the interpreter’s per-
spective. This is Avicenna’s example where a thirsty person 
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wants to drink. Interpretations presume in Avicenna’s case 
that this drink is water, which is also extant in the interpret-
er’s world. If the interpreter claims Avicenna meant that the 
thirsty person wants to drink for example Coca-Cola, one 
could hold this anachronistic. On the other hand, if it is said 
that according to Avicenna, a thirsty person wants to drink 
e.g. Coca-Cola, one could ask why the example is so commer-
cial.  

Even though the theories presented above concern the in-
terpretation of the history of philosophy, they are not espe-
cially interested in the temporal pre-requirements of 
interpretation. Actually, this is not even the key point of con-
tention in the scholarship of the history of philosophy. The 
interpretation of a historical text is presented as contempo-
rary dialog from the viewpoint of its original moment of 
presentation. The temporal aspect is apparent in the avoid-
ance of general anachronisms. This concerns also the non-
conceptual aspects of the text. Some of them, however, are 
thought to be understandable as speech about the world as it 
appears to its inhabitants. An interesting detail in this context 
is the translation of emotion vocabulary. Are the emotional 
quotes from Cicero or Seneca as such intelligible to viewers of 
TV shows? 

In his book Leibniz and Arnaud. A Commentary on Their Cor-
respondence R. C. Sleigh claims that his goal is to illuminate 
what Leibniz has said, not what he was supposed to say or 
what he could have said. Sleigh describes analysis to be ra-
tional philosophical reconstruction of arguments. Sleigh re-
fers to as rational philosophical reconstruction of arguments 
the notion of analysis that refers to Leibniz’s principles or his 
displayed habits of thought presented elsewhere, or to con-
textual principles known in his time. Sleigh’s summary is a 
popular philosophical historical-critical model of research 
within the Anglo-American tradition. It corresponds to how 
well-known series and publishers of philosophy conceive the 
history of philosophy as based on the critical interpretation of 
historical texts. A work of the history of philosophy can be 
expected to have philosophically intelligible analysis and to 
hold historically its place. Narrativist interpretations without 
the requirement of historical truth are not part of the main-
stream in philosophy. The thought that scholarship would 
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include hermeneutic re-understanding of its subject matter is 
also not part of the program. This is more akin to non-
historical philosophy, which has been inspired by historical 
sources. Re-interpretation is an essential part of the events of 
interpretation in Gadamer’s hermeneutics. Rorty distin-
guishes its historical reconstruction as its own part. This sort 
of act can be a part of interpretation, but the connection is 
accidental—although not so in Gadamer’s reasoning. The 
lack of hermeneutic development in the history of philosophy 
is not an issue that would be prevalent in its critique. If the 
author is not blind to trivial conceptual historical change, it is 
not presumed that Plato scholarship should figure out how 
historical ideas should be developed. Historical texts are dis-
cussed in the historical horizon as if they were old cars in an 
authentic historical exhibition. Texts do not require a specific 
systematic message. Why are they being studied, then? Per-
haps general interest toward them is intrinsically valuable, 
and other interest can derive from personal motivation that 
authors refer to in the introductions of their books. 



 
 
 
 
 





 
 

Why the Past Is Important for the Future in 
Philosophy 

 
MIIRA TUOMINEN 

 
 
1. Spinoza’s Excommunication 

On July 27 in 1656, Baruch/Benedictus/Bento Spinoza was 
excommunicated from the united congregation of Portuguese 
Jews in Amsterdam. Earlier, when still living in Portugal, his 
family had taken Christian baptism that was made compulso-
ry by the King of Spain. However, they had not abandoned 
their faith and when they moved to Amsterdam, they joined 
the Jewish congregation there. Amsterdam was an attractive 
place at the time. Religious diversity met with international 
commerce and the city’s free atmosphere attracted interesting 
people. However, it seems that Spinoza’s views were too 
much even there. Although it is plausible that the excommu-
nication was caused by Spinoza’s philosophical ideas, some 
scholars stress that we should not automatically identify the 
reasons for his excommunication with those views that 
caused trouble for Spinoza later, especially his famous state-
ment that God is nature that has been taken to represent 
some kind of atheism.1 

Incidentally, and much more recently (November-
December 2021) when I was preparing for this colloquium 
intended for January 2022, Rabbi Serfaty from the very same 
congregation declared a Spinoza scholar, Yitzhak Melamed 
from the Johns Hopkins university a persona non grata. The 
reason was that Melamed studies Spinoza, a philosopher who 
was excommunicated because of his views. After that, the 
synagogue has written back to Melamed and apologized, say-
ing that Rabbi Serfaty did not have the authority to ban him. 

 
1 Kasher and Biderman (1990, 103). 
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Rabbi Serfaty agreed to apologize about ”the way in which 
the letter was sent” but sticks to its content.2 

In the following, I will not discuss Spinoza’s excommuni-
cation or his philosophy from a scholarly perspective. I am 
not a Spinoza scholar. Rather, I shall use Spinoza and Aristo-
tle as examples to reflect on the different considerations we 
need to pay attention to when approaching authors in the 
history of philosophy. The meaning of this exercise is to show 
why reflecting on past authors and our attitudes towards 
them is vital for the future of philosophy. 

As we shall see, Spinoza’s excommunication was written 
in harsh words. That was not unusual. However, there are 
other unusual elements in the affair—for example that the 
dossier on his case went missing and that we have no prima-
ry sources on the discussions that led to the decision.3 Let us 
quote some excerpts from the excommunication to get a taste 
of it. 

(T1) [H]aving long known of the evil opinions and acts of Ba-
ruch de Spinoza, they have endeavored by various means and 
promises, to turn him from his evil ways. But having failed to 
make him mend his wicked ways, and, on the contrary, daily re-
ceiving more and more serious information about the abomina-
ble heresies which he practiced and taught and about his 
monstrous deeds, and having for this numerous trustworthy 
witnesses who have deposed and born witness to this effect in 
the presence of the said Espinoza, they became convinced of the 
truth of this matter; and after all of this has been investigated … 
they have decided, with their consent, that the said Espinoza 
should be excommunicated and expelled from the people of Is-
rael… 

Spinoza was also thoroughly cursed. 

(T2) By decree of the angels and by the command of the holy 
men, we excommunicate, expel, curse and damn Baruch de Es-
pinoza, with the consent of God, Blessed be He, and with the 
consent of the entire holy congregation, and in front of these ho-

 
2  https://jmoreliving.com/2021/12/03/hopkins-scholar-receives-
apology-from-amsterdam-synagogue-that-banned-him/ 
3 Kasher and Biderman (1990). I am quoting the excommunication text 
from their article. 
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ly scrolls with the 613 precepts which are written therein; curs-
ing him with the excommunication with which Joshua banned 
Jericho and with the curse which Elisha cursed the boys and 
with all the castigations which are written in the Book of the 
Law. Cursed be he by day and cursed be he by night; cursed be 
he when he lies down and cursed be he when he rises up. Curs-
ed be he when he goes out and cursed be he when he comes 
in… 

Finally, people were recommended to keep away from him; 
the safety distance was four cubits at the time. However, the 
distance was not merely physical; all communication had to 
be avoided. 

(T3) [N]o one should communicate with him, neither in writing, 
nor accord him any favor nor stay with him under the same roof 
nor within four cubits in his vicinity; nor shall he read any trea-
tise composed or written by him. 

Three years later, in August 1659, two testimonies were pre-
sented to the Inquisition of Madrid in which a monk Tomas 
Solano y Robles and Captain Miguel Perez de Maltranilla tes-
tified that they had met on their travels ”doctor Prado” (Dan-
iel de Prado, Spinoza’s friend) and ”a certain Espinoza”, who 
was ”a good philosopher” (buen filosofo).4 According to broth-
er Tomas, the two were observant Jews (they refused some 
foods, for example), but they had been excommunicated: 

(T4) …because they thought that the Law was not true, and that 
the soul dies along with the body and that God exists only phil-
osophically. 

For many, the three claims that Spinoza had, according to 
these testimonies, denied, were crucial items of faith (see a, b 
and c below). For Spinoza, by contrast, they were open to free 
interpretation. He seems to have been aware that his views 
were risky but maintained that ”the theologians’ prejudices” 
were among the chief obstacles for people turning their 
minds to philosophy. 

The first claim that Spinoza denied, according to the testi-
mony of brother Tomas and Captain de Maltranilla, was that 

 
4 Kasher and Bidermann (1990). 
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the truth of the Law. This refers to denying the authority of 
the Torah, which, according to Maimonides, can happen in 
three different ways: (i) to say that the Torah is not of divine 
origin, (ii) to say that Moses said it himself, (iii) denying its 
interpretation in oral law.5 In a word, the denial of the truth 
of the Law would mean denying its divine origin or its tradi-
tional oral interpretations. 

Secondly, Spinoza was testified to maintain that the soul 
dies along with the body. This was a risky claim, since even 
others who took the soul to live after death but only for a 
short time were condemned as heretics. The problem is that if 
the soul dies with the body, there is no reward or punishment 
after death, which seems to undermine God’’ authority. 
Menasseh Ben Israel’’ important book Nishmat Hayyim (1652) 
that was published seven years before Spinoza’’ excommuni-
cation and that Spinoza almost certainly owned,6 also stresses 
the importance of soul’’ immortality as the basis for reward 
and punishment. It has been argued that Spinoza was influ-
enced by Alexander of Aphrodisias (around 200 CE) through 
Gersonides.7 Alexander, in his turn, builds on Aristotle on the 
point that there is no personal immortality of the soul after 
the body dies. The contents of the intellect are eternal or 
atemporal and unchangeable, which means that some imper-
sonal survival of the intellect is possible to the extent that one 
has managed to understand the intelligible structure of reali-
ty. However, if the immortality is impersonal and purely in-
tellectual (concerning the immutable general structure of 
reality), it does not allow personal rewards or punishments. 
This seems to undermine the religious basis of morality. 
Therefore, Spinoza’’ views about the soul’’ (im)mortality 
most probably were important for the excommunication.8 

As to the claim that God exists only philosophically, it is 
clearly not meant as a straightforward denial of God’s exist-
ence. God is the only infinite substance Spinoza claims there 
to be, and it is identical with the whole of nature. However, 

 
5 Kasher and Bidermann (1990, 104). 
6 Adler (2014). 
7 Adler (2014). 
8 For the claim about soul’s mortality as a central reason for the excom-
munication, see also Nadler (2001, 157-184). 
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to say that God exists ”merely philosophically” can be under-
stood as a denial of Providence, God’s continued influence in 
nature and reality, that is also related to reward and punish-
ment. Again, the grounds for God being the ultimate and un-
questionable source of moral authority are at stake. 

There is some discussion on whether Spinoza’s actions 
were more important for the excommunication than his 
views. One instance of such action could be if Spinoza joined 
Menasseh Ben Israel’s attempt to arrange Jews a possibility to 
travel to England.9 However, it is plausible that merely ex-
pressing the kinds of views explained above, was a sufficient 
reason for the excommunication. The Jews seem to have 
wanted to project an image of being law-abiding citizens at 
that time in Amsterdam in order to protect their status in the 
city that was better compared to most of Europe. Therefore, 
Spinoza’s focus on the freedom of thought and philosophical 
interpretation of religious doctrines, especially if he was tak-
en to challenge the divine authority of the Torah, its oral in-
terpretation and soul’s post-mortal judgment, would most 
probably have been considered dangerous in and for the con-
gregation. 

 
2. “A Missionary’s” Attitude to (Historical) Authors 

Let us now turn to the examples of claims I have picked in 
order to illustrate the different attitudes we take to historical 
authors. My first example comes from Spinoza and the eighth 
proposition of the first part of his Ethics (1677). According to 
Spinoza:  

T5. [E]very substance is necessarily infinite (Ethics I, proposition 
8). 

This, however, is far from obvious. For instance, for someone 
who works on the ancient Greek philosophical tradition, a 
substance is the being (literally ”beingness”) for all things 
that are and claiming that there is only one infinite thing 
seems to be contradicted by experience. Focusing merely on 
who is right or wrong and building on something like philo-
sophical instinct, one could object: ”This is absurd! Not every 

 
9 Teichner (1957). 
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substance is infinite. Perhaps no substance is. Substances are 
(in) natural things and they are finite.” From the perspective 
of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the later tradition building on 
it, the most important sources for the later discussion on sub-
stance and the origin of the term, one might continue: ”It is 
an important reason for claiming that forms are substances 
that one needs to define natural things and explain the pro-
cesses and changes in individual natural things. Therefore, 
there must be finite substances in nature.” 

From a Cartesian point of view, timewise close to Spinoza, 
the objection would be: ”Bodies and minds or souls are sub-
stances and they are finite! Only God is an infinite sub-
stance.” (To this Spinoza would perhaps respond: ”Exactly!”) 

If we are only concerned with finding statements and theo-
ries that fit with our existent views and interests, there is 
probably not much for us to learn from Spinoza’s Ethics. 
Those who work on the history of philosophy usually take 
this for granted: we are not primarily concerned with who is 
right and who is wrong. 

Let us then consider another example of our possible 
agreement or disagreement with a past author. In the Politics 
(1.13), Aristotle says that, in women, the deliberative part of 
reason is without authority (akuros). He also states that some 
people are natural slaves (not necessarily those who actually 
are slaves) and they lack such a part altogether. Such groups 
of people – women and natural slaves – are thus better off 
being at least partly governed by another person’s reason that 
has an authoritative deliberative part. 

(T6) The freeman rules over the slave after another manner from 
that in which the male rules over the female, or the man over the 
child; although the parts of the soul are present in all of them, 
they are present in different ways. For the slave lacks the delib-
erative faculty (to bouleutikon) altogether; the woman has it, but 
it is without authority (akuron), and the child has it, but it is im-
mature (ateles). (Pol. 1.13, 1160a10-15)10 

Most, if not all, of us probably disagree with Aristotle on 
these points. In contrast to the example about Spinoza’s Eth-
ics, it also seems that if I expressed agreement with Aristotle 

 
10 Jowett’s translation from Nielsen (2015, 572). 
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(taken at face value), you would think that there is something 
wrong with my beliefs, values, and ethical/political judg-
ments. 

Again, if being right and fitting our expectations was all 
there is to philosophizing, a reader like this would leave both 
Spinoza’s Ethics and Aristotle’s Politics aside as sources that 
present implausible and/or unacceptable views. Let me name 
such an attitude as ”the missionary”. In no reference or disre-
spect to actual missionaries, I will just use the name here to 
express the attitude to a text that: 

(T7) ”A missionary” 

(M1) focuses on whether the source agrees or disagrees with 
them or the general received views of their time. 

(M1a) if the source agrees, proceeds to promote the views (per-
haps with special enthusiasm)  

(M1b) if the source disagrees with them or the received views, 
missionary readers proceed to discard the source and perhaps 
even consider its author a non-rational or otherwise substand-
ard individual. 

The core question in such an approach is whether a source 
agrees with what the reader already knows, the received 
views or some generally assumed common sensibilities. 
 
Imagine, then, that I come across Jonathan Israel’s arguments 
about Spinoza as a key thinker for enlightenment. Imagine 
also that I become convinced by Israel’s arguments that Spi-
noza was a crucial figure for (Radical) Enlightenment for the 
following reason. According to Israel, Spinoza: 

(T8) …with his one-substance doctrine—that body and soul, 
matter and mind are not distinct substances but rather one sin-
gle substance viewed under different aspects—extends this 
”revolutionary” tendency appreciably further metaphysically, 
politically, and as regards man’s highest good, than do Des-
cartes, Hobbes, or Bayle.11 

 
11 Israel (2009, 2). 
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According to Israel, this also means that Spinoza creates a 
sharp opposition between theology and philosophy, and this 
is what makes him a central figure of what Israel calls ”the 
Radical Enlightenment”.12 To the extent that I am committed 
to the ideals of Enlightenment and perhaps its radical ver-
sion, this perhaps creates some pressure for me to re-evaluate 
my views about Spinoza’s theory of substance. If I am com-
mitted to the ideals of democracy and radical political equali-
ty of all humans and I think philosophy and philosophers 
should further those ideals, I should accept Spinoza’s one-
substance theory, since it is, according to Israel, necessary for 
supporting those ideals.  

This raises the question whether such an attitude also falls 
under what I have called “the missionary” above. Perhaps 
there is a version of the attitude – we could call it ”a political 
missionary” – that supposes that one should prioritize the 
(potential) political consequences of the theoretical philo-
sophical views that one accepts and to choose one’s other 
views accordingly. 

(T9) ”A political missionary” 

(M2) Accept the theoretical philosophical views that best agree 
with your political convictions or the more general political 
convictions you detect in your historical period and society. 

Assuming now that I accept (M2), I should thus go back to 
my earlier assessment of Spinoza’s view on substance and 
revise my previous rejection of his one-substance theory. 

It needs to be noted that although I am using Israel’s ar-
gument to illustrate a point here, I tend to think that a one-
substance doctrine could also give rise to a more off-putting 
ideal in which the individuals’ political rights are subordinat-
ed to some goal that is common to all (for example, in a Hege-
lian or Kojèvean style that Eerik Lagerspetz and Sari Roman-
Lagerspetz discuss in the collection).13 It is also far from clear 
why a finite-substance theory could not support a diverse plu-

 
12 Ibid. The Radical Enlightenment is opposed, according to Israel, with a 
moderate one. See Alexander (2020) for a three-fold division (radical, 
sceptical, liberal). 
13 Similar critique is also found, e.g., in Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and 
Deleuze. 
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ralist society in which individuals’ political rights are of pri-
mary importance. These questions, however, have already 
created distance from the “missionary attitude”. They take us 
beyond simple reactions of approval and denial to views pre-
sented. 

It is also worth asking to what extent Spinoza himself 
might have accepted (M2). As has been argued by other 
scholars,14 at the time when Spinoza was excommunicated, 
Jews in Amsterdam had to project an image of themselves as 
law-abiding citizens, and Spinoza’s views endangered this 
project. The question then becomes whether Spinoza should 
have revised his views to agree with the important goals of 
the Jewish community in Amsterdam. However, he was per-
haps more committed to the more general political ideals of 
equality, so that the local political goals of the community’s 
self-preservation became secondary to those ideals. 

My intention is not to deny that our theoretical views (e.g., 
in the area of metaphysics) have intended and non-intended 
political consequences. Although I am not sure I would agree 
on any particular formulation of this connection, it is not my 
purpose to deny its existence. What I would like to insist is 
intellectual honesty and responsibility in examining the theo-
retical (e.g., metaphysical) views as such and not primarily on 
the basis of some supposed political implications they may 
have. 

 
3. Aristotle on women’s authority 

Leaving Spinoza for a moment now, let us go back to the pas-
sage from Aristotle’s Politics 1.13 quoted above (T6). Alt-
hough, at first sight, Aristotle seems to claim in the passage 
that the rational part of women’s souls lacks authority, there 
are reasons to ask (i) whether he in fact subscribes to such a 
view and especially, (ii) if he does, whether this has some-
thing to do with the nature of women. Some scholars have 
argued that Aristotle in fact is not saying that women’s reason 
is by nature without authority and that women should thus 
be subordinated to male rule and left without political power 
in the city. From this critical perspective, the point is that, at 
Aristotle’s time, the women of Athens were, as contingent 

 
14 Kasher and Biderman (1990, 127) talk about “a low-keyed demeanour.” 
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empirical circumstances had it, without authority because 
they lacked the kind of public role in which they could have 
exercised their reason’s capacity to rule.15 One version of this 
argument is that the arrangement still is, from Aristotle’s 
point of view, beneficial because it functions for the goal of 
preserving households and the city.16 The subordination of 
women thus becomes a combination of the (”natural”) subor-
dination of households to the political community and wom-
en’s authority being (empirically) limited to the former. 
According to such a view, women’s social role in the histori-
cal and contingent circumstances does not allow authoritative 
use (and perhaps training of the authoritative use of) their 
reason. 

Other scholars have argued against the reading just out-
lined. Karen Nielsen calls it ”the convention view”17 and ob-
jects to it as follows. From Nielsen’s perspective, Aristotle is 
committed to the claim that women are somehow naturally 
unfit to rule in a political community because women are un-
fit to rule themselves – much like akratics, who make good de-
cisions but fail to carry them out. One of Nielsen’s central 
arguments is the difference Aristotle makes between women 
and boys in (T6). If women merely lacked training of their 
deliberative capacities and that was the reason for their lack 
of authority, Nielsen argues, women should be in the same 
category with boys and their deliberative powers should be 
called ”immature” or ”imperfect” (ateles). However, this is 
not what Aristotle says but distinguishes women’s delibera-
tive reason from that of boys who merely lack training. Yet 
even Nielsen agrees with ”the convention view” that there is 
no relevant intellectual difference between men and women, 
especially that men are no smarter than women. She notes 
that, in the passage in Aristotle’s History of Animals (8.1, 
608a28) on female softness implying lack of authority, women 
and females are in fact said to be better at learning than 
males. 

Nielsen’s argument has a plausible point to make about 
women and boys in (T6). There is, however, the following 

 
15 Saxonhouse (1982). 
16 See especially Deslauriers (2003). 
17 Nielsen (2015). 
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difference between boys and women: boys’ deliberative rea-
son is still in the process of growth and thus educable, while 
for women this is not necessarily the case any longer. If they 
have, as girls, missed their chance to train their authority, it 
could be difficult for them to learn it as grown-ups. There are 
also difficulties related to the parallel between women and 
slaves to which I will shortly return. 

More generally, we need to ask to what extent such a “nat-
uralistic” view of the political subordination of women agrees 
with Aristotle’s view (Posterior Analytics 1.10, 76a31-40) ac-
cording to which each science should have its own principles, 
unless a science is subordinated to another one as optics is to 
geometry or harmonics to arithmetic (ibid. 1.7, 75b12-17; 1.9, 
76a22-25). There is no reason to assume without further ar-
gument that the science of politics would be subordinated to 
natural philosophy in a similar way as, e.g., optics is to ge-
ometry. Therefore, we need to ask how exactly principles and 
results concerning women and men in natural philosophy 
(including the study of soul) could be used in the science of 
politics (including ethics) in Aristotle’s conception of sciences. 
Claims about nature also raise difficult questions about the 
role of nature in Aristotle’s politics, e.g., what it means that 
the polis or the city state is something natural. Is it something 
that is natural in the sense of in some sense following from 
the human nature as the best possible organization of power 
relations and relations between people in which human be-
ings can live? Or, is the polis rather natural in the sense of be-
ing an entity that exists by its own nature and what this 
means, given that cities do not grow from the earth.18 

Some scholars have argued that Aristotle does not succeed 
in keeping his psychology separate from his political theory. 
This is because he notes that the soul’s rule should be kingly 
(basilikê, Politics 1.5, 1254b5-6)19 – a claim that resonates with 
Plato’s remark that reason should rule in the soul like a king, 
not as a tyrant (Republic, 580c). Although for Plato, at least in 
the Republic, the isomorphism between the soul and the city is 
of central importance, there is no need to assume that Aristo-

 
18 For one recent discussion, see Rapp (2021) and Horn (2021). Rapp de-
fends a version of the former, Horn a version of the latter claim. 
19 Spelman (1983) quoted by Nielsen (2015, 574). 
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tle follows his teacher on this. Aristotle does not formulate a 
version of the isomorphism claim and perhaps just uses a 
similar way of speaking without literal commitment to the 
idea that the structure of the soul should be reflected in the 
structure of the ideal city. 

One question related to the parallel between women and 
slaves concerns the so-called “natural slaves”. Natural slaves 
in Aristotle are not necessarily those who in some historical 
and political circumstances in fact are slaves. Therefore, we 
need to ask how this distinction can be reconciled with the 
claim assumed in the readings above that “natural women” 
(i.e., those whose deliberative part is without authority what-
ever the reason for this is) are actual empirical women. This 
raises the further question about whether actual empirical 
men are “natural men”, by essence fit to rule others. If we 
recognize the difference between natural slaves and actual 
empirical slaves, we should also allow a difference between 
natural women (or men) and actual, empirical women (or 
men), and similarly with girls and boys. 

Finally, despite the apparent claim in (T6) that women 
should be governed by men, Aristotle stresses that the male 
rule over the female should be political rather than kingly, as 
father’s rule over children is (Pol. 1.13, 1259a40-1259b1). The 
point about political rule in Aristotle is that, as opposed to the 
kingly one, it is a rule of equals. Therefore, whatever Aristotle 
says about the authority of women’s deliberative capacity, 
women are assumed to be equal to men. One problem is that 
Aristotle uses an unhelpful comparison (as his comparisons 
usually are) to illustrate the relation between men and wom-
en. He says that: 

(T11) …when one rules and the other is ruled we endeavor to 
create a difference of outward forms and names and titles of re-
spect, which may be illustrated by the saying of Amasis about 
his foot pan. The relation of the male to the female is always of 
this kind. (Politics 1.13, 1259b6-10) 

The question is, of what kind exactly? Amasis (Ahmose II, 
570-526 BCE) was an Egyptian pharaoh, who came from a 
modest background and, according to Herodotus, people 
failed to respect him at first. Then Amasis made an idol of 
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god out of his foot pan that people then started to idolize and 
transferred the same attitude to him. 

At first sight, the comparison suggests that when there is 
rule of equals and the person who rules is without a noble 
background or other inherited credentials of power, external 
signs of power are especially useful. Therefore, the compari-
son supports the claim of equality between men and women 
and the special need (for males or females?) to create “out-
ward forms and names and titles of respect” in order to rule. 
Nielsen argues against this reading by claiming that although 
at first sight the passage seems to support the convention 
view, the comparison underlines special executive powers 
that Amasis has: “[h]e knows how to push his will 
through”.20 However, I do not think this is what the passage 
(T11) is about. Rather, Amasis seems to be clever or resource-
ful despite his humble origins. If Aristotle had wanted to un-
derline executive power, one would expect a comparison to a 
display of force. Moreover, if women are supposed to be 
weaker by nature than men (but cleverer), they are the ones 
that should be compared to Amasis in the anecdote. This en-
tails that women can rule if they can display suitable external 
tokens of power. 

In balance, I tend to think, that the “convention view” has 
more support in the passages. However, the main purpose of 
discussing the issue has been to show the sheer complexity of 
making sense of what Aristotle actually is saying about wom-
en and the authority of their deliberative power. While many 
of the passages fit “the convention view” very well, it is not 
evident how it can explain the comparison with boys in (T6). 
It needs to be said, however, that (T6) does not lend unques-
tionable support to the “nature view” either, as we can call 
views such as Nielsen’s (women are naturally unfit to rule), 
and it also raises difficult questions about whether the men 
and woman, boys (and possibly girls) are empirical humans 
of a particular gender or sex.  
 
4. Scholarly Concerns 

 
20 Nielsen (2015, 585). 
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I am using these texts here as examples to illustrate another 
approach that I call that of “a scholar”. From the scholarly 
perspective, the question with respect to a text or a claim is 
not merely or primarily whether the source is right or wrong 
and whether it agrees with one’s own views or a society’s 
received views or not. From the scholarly perspective, au-
thors are granted the benefit of the doubt and our task is to 
try to find out what they actually are claiming and how their 
arguments and claims should be understood. This enables 
but does not necessitate reflections concerning the plausibility 
of their views or the truth of the matter. 

(T12) A scholar 

(S1) Attempting primarily to make sense of what an author says. 

(S2) Connecting what an author says to other elements in their 
philosophy. 

(S3) Trying to make sense of what an author says in their philo-
sophical- historical environment – possibly with respect to ex-
tra-historical or non-textual standards of plausibility.21 

This list is not meant as a full methodological account of 
scholarly work in the history of philosophy. Rather, the point 
is to describe what kinds of questions a scholar necessarily 
focuses on in a given text and its historical-philosophical as 
well as non-textual context.22 Straightforward “Enlighten-

 
21 For non-textual standards of interpretation, see Kaukua and Lähteen-
mäki (2010). I use the notion of plausibility here that assumes some nor-
mative standards for evaluating what makes sense and what does not. For 
historical authors, the standards are largely related to the discussions of 
their time (what constitutes a sensible point in a given discussion). How-
ever, we also inevitably analyse plausibility from our own point of view. 
This is still different from assuming that we are in possession of a truth or 
of an inherently more plausible view than the authors of the past. Our 
perspective is also governed by contingent historical and philosophical 
circumstances, as Simo Knuuttila also emphasized; see his interview by 
Alhanen and Perhoniemi (2002). 
22 The approach I briefly describe here bears some resemblance to the one 
Michael Beaney calls ”dialectical reconstruction’ (2013) and describes very 
briefly in his helpful analysis of the history of rational reconstruction. I am 
grateful to Sara Heinämaa for drawing my attention to Beaney’s article. 
See also Knuuttila on Hintikka (2006); Kaukua and Lähteenmäki (2010). 
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ment projects’23 aside, scholars tend to assume today that the 
question of who is right and who is wrong – the question of 
truth about a given matter – is at least momentarily suspend-
ed. The primary task of a scholar is to make sense of a given 
text first from the perspective of what they see the author as 
trying to claim. Therefore, the main task of a reader of a his-
torical text is to acquire understanding about a view that is, at 
least to an extent, alien. However, as Kaukua and Lähteen-
mäki underline, it is also important to identify common 
ground with historical authors in cases in which the shared 
assumptions are so obvious that they do not occur on the lev-
el of the text. 
 
5. Concluding Reflections 

One reason for me to have (briefly) discussed these issues 
here is the ideological pressure recently put on classics. For 
example, Princeton University announced in May 2021 that 
they will cancel their classics program in order “to combat 
institutional racism”.24 Elsewhere, the French minister of ed-
ucation wants to strengthen the teaching of Latin and Greek 
in the French lycées exactly to oppose “woke ideology”.25 One 
central question related to such attempts, not only within 
classics, is how we think that moral or political education 
works. Something analogous to the missionary approach is 
often found in Plato’s Republic, in which moral education is 
envisioned in terms of stories with a clear moral, and even 
musical scales are banned if they arouse unwanted emotional 
reactions. Plato scholars today deny a literal or straightfor-
ward reading of these claims. If moral education worked in 
such a straightforward way – producing the qualities and 

 
23 In such Enlightenment projects, historical authors are treated as popu-
lating a lower stage of human development, poorly educated in the con-
ceptual and theoretical refinements that the person approaching them is 
supposed to have access to thus granting them a position of superiority; 
for a description of such ”Enlightenment approach”, see Knuuttila’s dis-
cussion on Hintikka’s approach to history of philosophy (2006, 93-94). 
24 https://greekreporter.com/2021/09/06/greek-latin-princeton-sparks-
debate-classics/ 
25  https://www.letudiant.fr/lycee/jean-michel-blanquer-veut-
developper-l-enseignement-du-latin-et-du-grec.html 
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dispositions of character in the youth that it is intended to 
produce – a Soviet (or DDR) education program would prob-
ably have been a great success. 

It goes without saying that I am skeptical towards the idea 
that reading classics leads to definite political conclusions or 
supports any political agenda in any predictable way. Rather, 
in addition to the complexity of understanding the sources, I 
would like to stress the complexity of how people react to 
what they read and what kinds of effects certain mor-
al/political education programs or arguments produce. There 
is no straightforward way of evaluating and/or manipulating 
the social and political outcomes of philosophical arguments 
and views. There is, of course, good reason to argue for the 
views that one takes as important and morally valuable, and 
philosophers can certainly contribute to social and political 
progress. (Consider, for instance, Mary Wollstonecraft’s ar-
guments for women’s equal political rights.) However, in 
times when opinions abound as do black-and-white portray-
als of any complex situation and even excommunications 
from the scholarly community are taking place, it is im-
portant to learn and teach to think for themselves – and to be 
able to see what one is doing oneself. Intellectual honesty is 
also called for. Ends do not justify the means. 

Intuitions also differ with respect to how much we know at 
the moment. Past authors can remind us that we are tied to 
our own historical situation, and it is at least possible, if not 
probable, that we know rather little and that future genera-
tions will question many of the tenets we find obvious or un-
questionable. There is also such a thing as healthy skepticism; 
carefulness and responsibility with respect to drawing firm 
conclusions and assuming that we have things figured out. 
By “healthy skepticism” I do not mean that we could never 
arrive at firm conclusions about what another person is say-
ing or whether it is acceptable or not. Sometimes it is, of 
course, necessary to conclude that our conversation partner 
or a past author has views that are unacceptable from the 
point of view of today’s moral and/or political sensibilities or 
our own views. However, this is compatible with keeping in 
mind that we as historical generations and individuals have 
our blind spots and that future generations or other individu-
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als possibly find many of our historically, culturally and po-
litically conditioned ways of thinking unacceptable. 

In sum, past authors remind us how difficult it is to under-
stand what an author or another person in fact is trying to say 
and what ends their arguments and claims are trying to pro-
mote – let alone what ends they actually promote(d). Past 
authors also help us to avoid not being smug about the pro-
gress humanity has made or the intellectual superiority we 
might tend to assume with respect to a historical author or 
another person. Moreover, there is no reason to buy Israel’s 
suggestion that skepticism or epistemic humility should au-
tomatically lead to the promotion of merely moderate politi-
cal change – let alone that skepticism necessarily comes with 
the extreme political conformism of someone like Sextus Em-
piricus. It is perfectly possible to combine healthy skepticism 
with important political goals. There are times in which re-
sistance is needed and healthy skepticism is perfectly com-
patible with the ideals of resistance. 
 

* * * 
 
After my talk in the discussion, Simo Knuuttila asked about 
my own motivation to read the classics. I answered that my 
reasons are partly personal and partly more general. As to the 
personal, as a young student of philosophy, I found the epis-
temological debate about counterexamples to the definition of 
knowledge as justified true belief and the discussion around 
it as philosophically fruitless. Reading Aristotle, I was attract-
ed to his way of discussing knowledge without being moved 
by (epistemological) skeptical challenges more extreme than 
those I would classify as being healthy. As to the more gen-
eral reasons, it has been suggested that the real reason why so 
many central works from Greco-Roman antiquity went miss-
ing, were neither the fires in nor the sackings of the library of 
Alexandria. It was oblivion. Even if historical works exist in 
archives, libraries, or clouds but are not studied and dis-
cussed, they do not remain parts of our intellectual heritage if 
we do not actively engage with them.  
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Alexandre Kojève                                           
and the Many Ends of History 
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In 1992, American political scientist Francis Fukuyama pub-
lished a book with an intriguing title: The End of History and 
the Last Man. The book was an extension of Fukuyama’s earli-
er essay (1989). The fundamental idea, in the book as well as 
in the essay, was that the end of the Cold War was the end of 
history. Of course, there shall be all kinds of events even in 
the future. Technology will develop, the fashions will change, 
people will be interested in new things, and so on. However, 
the victory of liberal democracy, of capitalist market econo-
my, and of the ideology of individualism they are grounded 
on, will be final and irreversible in the sense that they will not 
face any plausible ideological challenges. 

Fukuyama’s central thesis was generally rejected. The book 
and its title became symbols of the liberal euphoria that fol-
lowed the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet empire. 
The idea of “the end of history” was generally seen as a phil-
osophical chimera that could be taken seriously only in the 
exceptional conditions of the early 1990’s. Most people who 
use Fukuyama’s title as a symbol of groundless optimism 
have probably not read the book, for the book itself is far 
more complex and ambiguous than its reputation. Fukuyama 
had a neo-conservative rather than a liberal background, and 
he himself was not fully happy with his conclusion. The sec-
ond (usually omitted) part of the title of the book refers to 
Nietzsche and to “the last man”, the truly despicable creature 
who appears in Nietzsche’s Also sprach Zarathustra. Shadia B. 
Drury’s early review of Fukuyama’s work (Drury 1992–1993) 
provides a useful antidote to the usual reading; according to 
Drury, Fukuyama’s fundamental thesis was “profoundly an-
ti-liberal and anti-democratic” (80). 
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In his work, Fukuyama related his thesis of the end of his-
tory to G.W. F. Hegel, and, above all, to the Russian-French 
philosopher Alexandre Kojève. Kojève was one of the most 
influential interpreters of Hegel in the 20th century. In his fa-
mous lectures, held in 1933–1939 and published in 1947 with 
the title Introduction à la Lecture de Hegel (ed. Raymond Que-
neau, Kojève 1947/1969), Kojève argued that the end of histo-
ry is a logical consequence of Hegel’s philosophy – especially 
of the philosophy formulated in Hegel’s Phänomenologie des 
Geistes. Kojève’s interpretation was not a new one. Earlier, 
similar claims were made (very briefly) by Friedrich Nie-
tzsche (1873–6/1997, 104–105) and by Friedrich Engels 
(1886/1973, 306–307). Both argued that although Hegel him-
self did not explicitly present the “end of history” thesis, it 
was an unavoidable consequence of his philosophy. For both, 
this was an argument against Hegel’s philosophy, a sort of 
reductio ad absurdum result (Dale 2018, 22–78; Maurer 1965, 
60). To Kojève, by contrast, the consequence was fully ac-
ceptable. Indeed, he considered it as the cornerstone of He-
gel’s system. History has an end, and humankind has already 
reached or is approaching that end. Kojève’s attitude towards 
this supposed end of history is as ambivalent as Fukuyama’s, 
but he never doubts that it is the correct way to read Hegel 
and expresses an important truth. 

Kojève’s – and Fukuyama’s – interpretations are often re-
jected, not only as absurd but also as mistaken ways to read 
Hegel’s philosophy.1 Kojève himself admitted quite openly 
that his main purpose was not to present as loyal interpreta-
tion of Hegel as possible, but rather to use his interpretation 
as a way to express his own ideas in a Hegelian way. Howev-
er, most Kojève’s students and those writing under his influ-
ence have uncritically accepted his Hegel as the real Hegel. 
Our purpose here is not to take a definite stand for or against 
the fundamental thesis (Hegelian or not) of the end of history. 
Rather, we try to do the following. First, we consider briefly 
those less well-known thinkers who defended a similar thesis 
before Kojève. The thesis of the end of history may or may not 

 
1 Hegel himself talked explicitly about ”the end of history” only once, in 
his Introduction to the Lectures on the Philosophy of World History (Maurer 
1967, 446). 
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be genuinely Hegelian, but Kojève was not the first to argue 
that Hegel’s theory implied the thesis, and that the thesis ac-
tually was true. Most thinkers who took the thesis seriously 
were, like Kojève himself, of Russian origin.  

The thesis about the end of history has appeared in differ-
ent arguments and in different contexts. It can be taken as a 
typical example of a philosophical idea without prima facie 
intuitive plausibility. For many people even the very talk 
about “the end of history” seems absurd. However, when 
looking at the thesis more closely, we are forced to admit that 
the unconvincing thesis follows from assumptions which 
themselves seem to be plausible. “The end of history” seems 
to provide an answer to problems that are genuine. Hence, 
we cannot simply sweep it aside without a further argument. 
Next, we say something about the reception and the influence 
of Kojève’s interpretation of Hegel – for it has been extremely 
influential, especially in the post-war France. Finally, we will 
take up one important critique of the thesis. 
 
End of history as a Russian philosophical theme 

In this context, some clarifying comments are needed. The 
German “Ende”, like the French “fin” and the English “end” 
are all ambiguous. They may refer either to a halting of a pro-
cess, or to its purpose or aim. For example, the destruction of 
the human world would mean the end of history in the first 
sense, for after the event there would be no humans left. 
However, it would not mean that human history had 
achieved its aim or final purpose. In the latter sense, a pro-
cess, for example human history, might have an “end” (in the 
sense of an aim or purpose) even if it never attains that end. 
Kojève’s “end of history” is an “end” in both senses of the term. For 
Kojève, “history” is not just a temporal succession of events. 
A peculiar property of human history is that historical actors 
themselves are aware of the fact that they are part of that his-
tory, although they do not understand all the preceding con-
ditions or the full consequences of their actions. They are 
motivated by (real or imagined) historical facts and use them 
as legitimation for action. The motivating and legitimating 
aspects of human history are related on one hand to the idea 
of progress (improvement, not just change), and on the other 
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hand, to the idea of tradition that makes actions parts of larger 
temporally defined wholes. Both ideas provide ways to justi-
fy actions. In a sense, Kojève’s “end of history” means that 
both justifications become obsolete. According to Kojève, at 
the end of history, people are fully satisfied. They have nei-
ther a need to strive for something better, nor a need to legit-
imate the present by referring to the past.  

Another Russian-French philosopher, Nikolai Berdyaev2 
has argued that “the end of history” is a specifically Russian 
theme (Berdyaev 1941/1957, 35). Besides Hegel, potentially 
relevant authors who have written extensively about this 
theme are a theologian and philosopher of religion, Vladimir 
Solovyov3  (1853–1900), aforementioned Nikolai Berdyaev 
(1874–1948), and Moses Rubinstein (1878–1953). Rubinstein 
was born in Irkutsk but did his doctoral dissertation in Ger-
many in 1906. These philosophers had several things in 
common. All of them were Russians and influenced by He-
gel’s philosophy of history.4 They all discussed “the end of 
history” thesis before its most famous Russian-born propo-
nent, Alexandre Kojève. 

In his work Three Conversations concerning War, Progress, 
and the End of History (1900/1912, cf. Solovyof 1899/1918), 
Solovyov presents his version of our theme. The book con-
sists of philosophical discussions, and the narrative about the 
end of history is embedded in them as a separate story.5 In 
the story, Solovyov provides two versions of the end of histo-
ry. One possible end of history is the unification of human-
kind by a secular idea of peace. For Solovyov, this secular (or 
degenerate Christian) version means the victory of the Anti-
christ: in it, human beings try to become divine by taking the 
place of God. The other, real end of history is that peace is 
reached when humankind universally accepts the Kingdom 

 
2 Transcribed variously as “Berdiaev”, “Berdyayev” or “Berdjajev”. 
3 Transcribed variously as “Solovjeff” or “Solovjev”. 
4 Because President Putin has recently referred to Solovyov’s and Ber-
dyaev’s philosophies of history in his speeches, it is important to stress 
that actually both thinkers rejected narrow-minded nationalism as a form 
of collective egoism and idolatry (see e.g., Solovyof 1899/1918, 295–298; 
Berdeyaev 1935/1961, 84–109).   
5 Dostoyevsky’s The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor in his The Brothers Kara-
mazov is an obvious model for this kind of narrative technique. 
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of God. Its earthly expression is a Christian world communi-
ty. Human beings become divine in God by humbly accept-
ing His will.  

After immigrating to Germany, Kojève did his dissertation 
in Heidelberg on Solovyov’s philosophy of religion (Die 
religiöse Philosophie Wladimir Solowjew, 1926). In the published 
version of the dissertation (Kojève 1934–1935), Kojève does 
not thematise Solovyov’s version of the end of history thesis, 
but it is clear that he knew it. Kojève’s relation to Solovyov 
has been studied systematically (e.g., Lowe 2018, chapter 3.), 
while his relation to Nikolai Berdyaev has not been studied at 
all. Nevertheless, the topic is potentially interesting. Alt-
hough Berdyaev belonged to an earlier generation of Russian 
philosophers, he and Kojève had a lot in common. Both emi-
grated after the revolution and settled in Paris. Both moved 
between Orthodox Christianity and Marxism; while Kojève 
moved from Christianity to atheism, Berdyaev moved to the 
opposite direction. For both philosophers, Hegel-influenced 
philosophy of history and philosophical anthropology were 
recurrent themes. Both accepted a version of Existentialism 
before it came to fashion. They lived in Paris at the same time, 
and both were somewhat odd birds within the Russian émi-
gré community. As far as we know, they never referred to 
each other in their works. We do not know whether there was 
any communication between them.  

For Berdyaev, the end of history is a central theme (Ber-
dyaev 1923/1990; Berdyaev 1941/1957). As for Solovyov, for 
Berdyaev it has a religious meaning. However, Berdyaev 
claims that Solovyov still sees the end of history as a historical 
event, as the beginning of an earthly Christian World-State. 
For Berdyaev, the end of history must itself be outside history 
(Berdyaev 1941/1957, 231–232). Although the necessity of the 
end is a part of the divine revelation, its (conditional) necessi-
ty is also revealed in the structure of our being. As he says, 
the end of history has at the same time an existential and a 
religious meaning (Berdyaev 1941/1957, 148). 

Berdyaev’s basic argument is the following: Either actions 
and events taking place in history have a (knowable) mean-
ing, or they are meaningless. If the latter is true, our own lives 
are meaningless, too. If actions and events have a meaning, it 
must be related to their historical consequences, and, more 
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generally, to their place in the flow of history. Therefore, their 
true meaning can be known only when all of their conse-
quences and their final place in history are known. This can 
be known only if history has a (knowable) end. If history has 
no (knowable) end, new events can always change the appar-
ent meaning of the earlier events. Hence, either history has a 
knowable end, or all actions and events are without meaning. 

Some critics of the traditional philosophies of history have 
argued in a somewhat similar way. For example, Arthur C. 
Danto (1965, 7–16; cf. also Löwith 1949, 5) argues that any 
historical event can have a meaning only within a particular 
context. In another context, it may acquire a different mean-
ing. To take a simple example, at first most observers consid-
ered the Russian Revolution only a new bloody incident in 
the turbulent history of the country. When the Bolshevik re-
gime stabilized itself, both the enemies and the supporters of 
the new government now saw the revolution as a world-
historical turning point, either as the realization of a Utopia 
or as a mortal danger to the civilization. Now, after 30 years 
of the collapse of the regime, many historians have moved 
closer to the initial interpretation. By contrast, human history 
itself, as a complex event, cannot get its meaning from history. 
If human history as a whole has a meaning, it must come 
from outside of itself, from some ahistorical or trans-historical 
context (on this point, see also Sartre 1983/1992, 23). For Dan-
to, this shows that the search for the meaning of history is 
futile, for all such contexts are dependent on controversial 
metaphysical or theological worldviews. Thus, Danto accepts 
the second horn of the dilemma in Berdyaev’s basic argu-
ment: all historical actions and events are, in a sense, mean-
ingless, because meanings ascribed to them are necessarily 
subjective or relative to particular contexts. While their mean-
ing within a particular context may be fixed, it may change 
when we move from one context to another. Berdyaev cannot 
accept this; hence, he supposes that there must be a single 
transcendent context. It gives human history its meaning, and 
thus fixes the true meaning of every significant event in the 
process. However, he agrees with Danto in that the meaning 
of history cannot be found by studying the historical process 
itself. Ultimately, it is a matter of faith. 
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Berdyaev argues that in a contingent or eternally recurring 
historical process everything would be meaningless. If the 
world is totally contingent, every good or noble deed may 
become insignificant or evil in the future. In an eternally re-
curring world, all good deeds are futile, for they cannot make 
any lasting change. However, Berdyaev argues that even in a 
progressive view of history – central in the Enlightenment, in 
the early positivism, in Hegelianism, and in Marxism – every 
generation and its achievements can have only instrumental 
value, if progress is seen as an endless project. Endless pro-
gress is an inherently paradoxical idea, for it means endless 
sacrifices for the sake of a future that is never reached (Ber-
dyaev 1941/1957, 229–230, Berdyaev 1923/1990, 180–182).6 
According to Berdyaev, this shows that if historical events are 
meaningful, history must have an end in the both senses of the 
term. 
 
Kojève’s end of history   

Now we turn to Kojéve. We think that it is possible to distin-
guish at least three separate arguments for the end of history 
thesis. The first two are more or less implicit in Kojève’s texts. 
Nevertheless, they are all interconnected. 

The epistemological argument: The classical definition of 
knowledge is that knowledge is true justified belief. Accord-
ing to the traditional skeptical argument, for every contingent 
claim we take as knowledge, it is always possible that in the 
future new information or new arguments will show that the 
claim is not, after all, true or sufficiently justified. Hence, 
Kojève argues that either we do not have any knowledge 
about contingent matters at all, or there has to be a moment 
after which we will not acquire any new information or find 
new (valid) arguments (Kojève 1946/2007, 33). According to 
this epistemological argument, all philosophers who serious-
ly claim that they have knowledge about something are 
committed to the further claim that, at least in this issue, histo-
ry has reached its end.  

 
6 Beauvoir (1947/1976, 103–6) discusses the same problem. However, it 
seems that the paradox is avoided if steps towards the full realization of 
an ideal are also inherently valuable, not only valuable as a means to an 
end.   
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The ethical-political argument: We have supreme princi-
ples and ends (e.g., justice, freedom, universal happiness…). 
It is part of the notion of principles or ends that their full real-
ization is possible. We can at least imagine a situation in 
which they are fully realized. When all principles and ends 
are fully realized, there is no need to strive for them anymore. 
However, human history is (largely) striving for unrealized 
principles and ends. Insofar as we have any supreme princi-
ples and ends, we have to admit that the end of history is at 
least conceivable.7 

The epistemological and ethical-political arguments have a 
common ground. According to them, we human beings are 
teleological creatures. Our history consists of various at-
tempts to attain knowledge or to realize principles and ends. 
The necessary starting point of this striving is that the aims 
we are striving for must be conceived as possible. Thus, hav-
ing the idea of the final state seems to be constitutive for the 
human condition. At the same time, the idea contains a para-
doxical element. If the desired final states were realized, there 
would be no further reasons for any significant action. 

All the arguments sketched above (including Berdyaev’s 
argument) are conditional: if history has a meaning, if genu-
ine knowledge (in the classical sense) is possible, if we have 
supreme principles… then, the end of history is at least con-
ceivable. In his Introduction, Kojève connects the arguments 
(sketched above) to his Hegelian view of the nature of society 
and of human history. There is no room to present Kojève’s 
full theory here, but we may recall its general outlines. 
Kojève, as Hobbes, Hegel, and Marx before him, thinks that 
the society arises from conflicts, and that history is essentially 
conflictual. However, self-preservation and competition for 
scarce resources, emphasized by Hobbes, are not enough to 
explain why human beings are driven into conflicts. In the 
historical materialism usually ascribed to Marx, human histo-
ry is a history of class struggles because human beings need 
products of labor to satisfy their material desires. In order to 
satisfy their needs, a process of production has to be orga-
nized, but effective organization of production unavoidably 
creates a division between the rulers and the ruled. Classes 

 
7 Cf. Sartre 1983/1992, 141: “All ethics presupposes the end of history”. 
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struggle with each other for the distribution of the surplus 
created in the production process. Ultimately, they struggle 
for the control of the production process itself and thereby for 
the control of their own lives. Thus, the satisfaction of materi-
al needs is the motor of history.  

Here, Kojève disagrees. Not all fundamental human needs 
are related to material satisfaction. Work is not the only dis-
tinguishing trait of human beings. Human beings desire 
“things” that are internally dependent on the desires, values, 
and actions of other human beings (Kojève 1947/1969, 6). 
They do not desire only material satisfaction, but also love 
and respect of others. In brief, they want to be recognized. If 
material scarcity were the only reason for conflicts, a world of 
abundance would necessarily be a peaceful one. By contrast, 
the desire for recognition cannot be satisfied simply by creat-
ing more of the desired “things”. The desire for recognition is 
internally related to other human beings who have similar 
desires in the sense that they also desire love and respect. The 
desire for recognition, unlike desires directed towards mate-
rial objects, is self-centered but, at the same time, essentially 
social. For Kojève – and according to his interpretation, for 
Hegel too – history is a struggle for recognition. Human be-
ings, unlike other creatures, are willing to risk their lives for 
aims that are not related to their material survival (Kojève 
1947/1969, 6, 4). Hence, Hobbes was wrong, and even Marx 
needs some correction.  

For Kojève, the struggle for recognition leads to master-
slave relationships. However, such relationships (and institu-
tions built on such relationships) are necessarily unstable, for 
in such relationships neither the masters nor the slaves can be 
fully satisfied. A necessary requirement for recognition is that 
it is given freely (Kojève 1947/1969, 13, 21). Ultimately, the 
external signs of recognition given by slaves who are coerced 
or bribed do not satisfy masters’ need for recognition. Fearful 
masses shouting slogans under the surveillance of the police, 
or courtiers with their flattering speeches, do not really satis-
fy tyrants’ desire to be recognized. According to Hegel (and 
Kojève) a relationship in which people are treated as a means 
only (to use a Kantian expression) is psychologically unsatis-
fying and therefore unstable.  
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The third (explicitly Kojèvian) argument for the end of 
history is the following: The need for recognition is the fun-
damental motive for human action. Human history consists 
of human actions. The universal homogeneous state that recog-
nizes all its members in an equal way and in which people 
recognize each other so that nobody is excluded from the so-
cial body of mutual recognition can satisfy the need for 
recognition of all human beings (Kojève 1947/1969, 44, 90, 95, 
158–63, 236–7; Kojève 1946/2007, 42–44). Therefore, the arri-
val of the universal homogeneous state means the end of 
human history.  

In Kojève’s Hegelian view, this argument is connected to 
the earlier arguments. First, one central form of recognition is 
that the others are recognized as potentially relevant sources 
of knowledge. They are recognized as beings who have inde-
pendent points of view that must be taken into account. Only 
when all points of view are taken into consideration, we can 
be sure that no important claims are left out. Thus universal 
(in Hegel’s terminology, “absolute”) knowledge and univer-
sal recognition are interconnected; universal knowledge is 
possible only in a state where everyone is equally recognized 
(Kojève 1947/1969, 32, 35, 95, 194). In this way, Kojève’s 
recognition-based argument is related to the epistemological 
argument for the end of history. It is also related to the ethi-
cal-political argument. Because history is a struggle for 
recognition, all historically influential principles and aims 
must somehow be connected to that struggle. Only such prin-
ciples are able to enjoy wide support. At the end of the day, 
only the principles of equality and general liberty can be suc-
cessful, for they alone are compatible with universal recogni-
tion. Universal realization of the principles of the French 
revolution – liberty, equality, fraternity – realize the “univer-
sal homogeneous state” (Kojève 1947/1969, 50).  

What is the nature of this “universal homogeneous state”? 
Kojève’s description remains at an abstract level. He does not 
specify, for example, whether the universal homogeneous 
state would be capitalist or socialist. Kojève was a Marxist in 
his own idiosyncratic way, and in some of his texts, the uni-
versal homogeneous state could be identified with Marx’s 
communist utopia. However, in other places he indicates that 
capitalist societies like the United States or Japan also realize 
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the end of history. In his posthumously published work on 
the philosophy of law (Kojève 1981/2000), the end of history 
is depicted as an individualist Rechtsstaat. As we saw, for 
Kojève’s interpreter Fukuyama the end of history is unam-
biguously the final victory of liberal individualism. What is 
common for all these descriptions is that the end of history is 
a fully developed modern society. Kojéve is thoroughly and 
consciously a theorist of the modern world, and so, according 
to him, was Hegel. Nevertheless, Kojéve’s formulation (“uni-
versal homogeneous state”) sounds somewhat un-Hegelian. 
The modern state described in Hegel’s Rechtsphilosophie is 
clearly a nation state characterized by internal complexity 
and differentiation (Roman-Lagerspetz 2009, 145). It is, per-
haps, not an accident that Kojéve mostly ignores Rechtsphilos-
ophie and concentrates on Phänomenologie.8  

One important consequence of Kojève’s interpretation is 
that Hegel’s philosophy is itself, in two different ways, a part 
of the end of history it describes. According to the epistemo-
logical argument sketched above, all claims of knowledge 
imply that at least in some area of human knowledge, history 
has reached its end in the sense that no new (valid) argu-
ments can refute those claims. However, Hegel is a special 
case, for he tries to understand the entire human history. Ac-
cording to his philosophy, history is essentially the develop-
ment of collective self-understanding. Because Hegel is the 
first who recognized this, his philosophy is itself a decisive step in 
the process it analyzes. It refers to itself, and is its own proof, 
for nothing important can remain outside of it. It shows, not 
only its own possibility, but also its own necessity (Kojève 
1947/1969, 49, 90, 94–96, 192–194; Kojève 1946/2007, 44–45). 
Its emergence itself shows that history is approaching to its 
final state.9 At the same time, Hegel’s philosophy is also self-
realizing. When people become aware of the truth of Hegel’s 
philosophy – for example, by reading Kojève’s exposition of it 
– they start to act according to that philosophy, and by their 
own actions realize the universal homogeneous state (Kojève 

 
8 We are grateful to one of the referees for a useful comment. 
9 Kojève might happily accept Nietzsche’s ironical comment that “for 
Hegel, the climax and terminus of the world-process coincided with his 
own existence in Berlin” (Nietzsche 1873–1876/1997, 104). 
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1947/1969, 98; Kojève 1946/2007, 56; cf. Roman-Lagerspetz 
2022). Kojève’s own later career as a bureaucrat who worked 
for the European economic integration could, perhaps, be 
seen as an example of this. 

 
Critical arguments 

It is difficult to overestimate the influence of Kojève’s inter-
pretation. It has been said that “the Hegel of the twentieth 
century is more or less Kojève’s Hegel” (McGowan 2019, 139–
140). Whole generation of French philosophers wrote under 
Kojève’s spell. Jacques Lacan, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Georges Bataille and Raymond Aron were among his stu-
dents; Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, while not 
being among the regular students, were strongly influenced 
by his ideas (Butler 1987/1999; Roman-Lagerspetz 2009, 133). 
When the French philosophers started to criticize Hegel, the 
“Hegel” they attacked against was Kojève’s Hegel. Philoso-
phers as different as Beauvoir (1947/1976, 103–6, 116–8), Sar-
tre (1983/1992, 88–90, 467–468), Albert Camus (1951/1987, 
176–194), Emmanuel Levinas (1977/1998, 54, 79–80, 126) and 
André Glucksmann (1977/1980, chapter 3.) were largely in 
agreement in their critiques. They generally accepted the He-
gelian-Kojèvian basic idea that the human history is a history 
of conflicts, and that these conflicts result from the universal 
desire for recognition. The human subject as well as the hu-
man society are arenas of these conflicts. However, these crit-
ics interpreted Hegel’s philosophy as a philosophy of all-
encompassing “Reason” that tries to overcome all conflicts 
and to suffocate all differences. Its logical conclusion would 
be the end of history as a totalitarian “tyranny of reason” 
(Drury 1994, 45). If the “end of history” is rejected, but the 
idea of history as a struggle for recognition accepted, what 
remains is the endless struggle without hope for redemption 
(Roman-Lagerspetz 2009). As Drury (1994, 76) says about Sar-
tre: “Sartre thought that the best goals are those that are im-
possible. (…) The master-slave dialectic is a permanent 
feature of human existence.” In these critiques, Kojève’s He-
gel, the supposed theorist of both the master-slave dialectic 
and the end of history, was self-evidently taken as the real 
Hegel.  
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As we noticed in the beginning of this article, the interpre-
tation of Hegel as the philosopher of the end of history was 
not Kojève’s invention. It was discussed already in the 19th 
century, and, as we saw, Nietzsche and Engels presented it 
(passingly) as an argument against Hegel. Interestingly, the 
Irkutskian philosopher Moses Rubinstein made an early cri-
tique of this interpretation in his dissertation (Rubinstein 
1906). Rubinstein’s arguments against the end of history the-
sis resemble the critiques put forth by the French philoso-
phers some fifty years later; but unlike the French students of 
Kojève, Rubinstein tries to show that the thesis is not only 
false but also incompatible with Hegel’s entire philosophy. 
Thus, Rubinstein’s early dissertation could be interpreted as a 
pre-emptive reply to Kojève. Rubinstein remarks that for He-
gel, the aim of history is unambiguously human freedom (Ru-
binstein 1906, 56, 65; Hegel 1837/1972, 54–55, 63, 104). In 
Rubinstein’s interpretation, freedom in Hegel means the abil-
ity to act, and action means the possibility to create some-
thing new (new “objects of value”, as Rubinstein puts it). In 
the supposed end (final state) of history, it would no more be 
possible to create something genuinely and significantly new. 
Hence, there could not be any freedom (Rubinstein 1906, 66). 
For this reason, Rubinstein argues, the interpretation of Hegel 
as a theorist of the end of history has to be mistaken (Rubin-
stein 1906, 62). 

How would Kojève reply to this critique? Kojève (and fol-
lowing him, both Sartre and Beauvoir) states that the human 
subject is negativity. Human subjects are not constrained by 
any external limits. We are of course constrained by the phys-
ical world, but we have no such metaphysical, theological, 
biological or psychological essence that would force us to act 
in a predetermined way. Our freedom is our ability to over-
come all such apparent predetermined limits, to negate any 
given definition of what it is to be a human being (cf. also 
Sartre 1983/1992, 69). Kojève presents this as a formula: 
“freedom = negativity = action = history” (Kojève 1947/1969, 
209, 222, 226). For Kojève, freedom is unambiguously nega-
tive freedom. However, unlike the other theorists who talk 
about “negative freedom” he does not claim that freedom is 
just the absence of constraints (Lagerspetz 1998). Rather, free-
dom consists of action that aims at removing or overcoming those 
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constraints, an active negation (Kojève 1947/1969, 156). From 
this follows a paradoxical result: When all the constraints of 
action are removed, there is no freedom. To formulate the argu-
ment in a slightly different way: the moving force of all action 
is desire. According to Kojève, the specifically human desire 
is directed towards the other. Human beings, unlike other 
living creatures, desire recognition from the others, and are 
even willing to risk their own lives for it. This is the core of 
their freedom. Because, at the end of history, the human need 
for recognition is fully satisfied, there are no further reasons 
for this specifically human form of action (Kojève 1947/1969, 
77). Hence, at the end of history, human beings are neither 
free nor unfree. Rather, they are like non-human animals 
whose behavior cannot be described in terms of free/unfree – 
when these terms are used in their Kojèvian sense (Kojève 
1947/1969, 191–192, 220). When Rubinstein specifies that the 
thesis of the end of history is incompatible with Hegel’s dia-
lectical method (Rubinstein 1906, 61), Kojève’s reply10 would 
be that Hegel’s method is not dialectical. Development 
through negations is not, as in the orthodox Marxism-
Leninism, a universal philosophical principle, but a specifi-
cally human phenomenon. Dialectics is necessary for Hegel 
only as long as the object of his study, the human reality, is it-
self contradictory and develops through negations (Kojève 
1947/1969, 179, 181, 191). Again, Kojève is fully endorsing a 
consequence initially presented by others as a reductio ad ab-
surdum.   

It is, however, clear that Hegel did not accept the Kojèvian-
existentialist idea of freedom as pure negativity. In his Philos-
ophy of Right, he connects the idea of freedom as the negation 
of all constraints to the terroristic period of the French revolu-
tion. Such a freedom cannot produce anything new 
(1820/1967, §5, 22). In Hegel, “negation” is always positive or 
productive in the sense that existing things are negated by 
creating new alternatives. The Hegelian “antithesis” is never 
just a denial or annihilation of something. Thus, Rubinstein 

 
10 Kojève never refers to Rubinstein’s work, and we do not know whether 
he actually read it. In Kojève’s Introduction, there are virtually no refer-
ences at all to the earlier interpretations of Hegel.  
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rightly equates Hegelian freedom with creation (or “negation 
of negation”) rather than with simple negation. 
 
Conclusion 

It seems that Rubinstein is right in his counter-critique. The 
idea of the end of history is incompatible with the fundamen-
tal thesis of Hegel’s philosophy of history and political phi-
losophy: the aim or purpose of history is freedom. It should be 
added that the textual support for this is much stronger than 
the support for the interpretation that Hegel would endorse 
the thesis of the end of history as the final state. This means 
that either Kojève (and his followers like Fukuyama) are 
wrong in their interpretation or, then, Hegel is internally in-
consistent. The modern world cannot simultaneously be the 
realm of freedom and the end of history (when the “end” 
means the final state). We should notice that freedom as an 
“end” or aim is unlike other aims, say happiness or justice. A 
free society cannot be a static state of affairs, for freely acting 
human beings continuously change and transform it, and, 
following Rubinstein, produce new valuable things. Howev-
er, a Hegelian might still claim that a free society is the aim of 
history without supposing that it can ever be fully realized; in 
Kantian terms, it would be a “regulative ideal” we could ap-
proximate endlessly.  

However, we have not proved that Kojève’s (or Fukuya-
ma’s) thesis of the end of history is meaningless as a possible 
interpretation of history. Moreover, we admit that even if 
Kojève’s way to read Hegel is definitely one-sided (and some-
times even “violent”, as some of his critics say) it also con-
tains important insights. Sometimes one-sided interpretations 
may help us pay attention to aspects of classical works gener-
ally ignored in mainstream readings. Most notably, Kojève’s 
fundamental insight that “recognition” is central to Hegel’s 
whole philosophy, not just a single theme in his Phenomenolo-
gy, is now generally accepted. Generally, we have to admit 
that Kojève’s way to read Hegel, including his controversial 
and deeply problematic thesis about the end of history, has 
had a decisive impact on how many philosophers in the late 
20th and early 21st century have understood not only Hegel 
but also the modern world. 
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Philosophy of Historiography 

 
SAMI PIHLSTRÖM 

 
 

This essay builds upon my recent book developing a pragma-
tist philosophy of the humanities (Pihlström 2022). The phi-
losophy of historiography is a central sub-field within the 
philosophy of the humanities, given the major role of history 
as a humanistic discipline. Neither in the book nor in this pa-
per am I primarily investigating specific methodological 
questions of historiography (e.g., historical explanation); in-
stead, I focus on the general realism issue as applied to the 
study of the past from a pragmatist perspective. In the 2022 
book I try to argue that a pragmatist articulation of the real-
ism issue, based on both classical pragmatists’ such as 
Charles S. Peirce’s, William James’s, and John Dewey’s ideas 
and their neopragmatist developments (by, e.g., Hilary Put-
nam, Joseph Margolis, and Morton White), provides us with a 
sophisticated conception of the value- and interest-laden on-
tology of humanistic inquiry, including historiography. For-
tunately, pragmatist approaches to the philosophy of 
historiography have been defended in recent literature (e.g., 
Kuukkanen 2015; Gronda and Viola 2016; Kuukkanen et al. 
2019; Viola 2020), and this is the discussion I hope to contrib-
ute to. 

The following questions are, arguably, central in the phi-
losophy of historiography as a sub-field of (pragmatist) phi-
losophy of the humanities: Can historical truth be construed 
in terms of pragmatist conceptions of truth? In what sense 
can the pragmatist maintain that truth is what is satisfactory 
for us to believe (with reference to our future aims, values, 
interests, goals, and concerns) when the object of study is the 
past? Can the pragmatist claim the historical past to “really 
exist”, given that the pragmatist conception of truth assesses 
truth-claims in terms of their (or their objects’) future experi-
ential significance? If we do endorse a pragmatist under-
standing of historiography, does this mean that writing 
history becomes indistinguishable from writing literature, as 
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Hayden White (1973) controversially suggested?1 Does 
pragmatism commit us to an account of historical truth com-
parable to the view held by O’Brien, the Party torturer in 
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), who maintains 
that truth depends on the opinion of the Party? 

After having introduced the issue of historical truth from a 
pragmatist perspective, taking my lead from questions such 
as these, I will discuss specific aspects of pragmatist philoso-
phy of historiography, including the Peircean account of “real 
generals” and holistic pragmatism. 

 
Historical truth 

One of the classes of truths considered in Orwell’s famous 
novel is, indeed, the class of historical truths. Winston, the 
protagonist of Nineteen Eighty-Four, claims to remember that 
there were airplanes before the Party came to power. O’Brien, 
however, denies this: if the Party claims that there were no 
airplanes before the rule of the Party, then there were no air-
planes before the rule of the Party. Truth, according to 
O’Brien (and the Party), is just what the Party claims to be 
true; moreover, this “theory” of truth itself is, at the meta-
level, something that the Party claims to be true, too. This 
thoroughgoing historical contingency – what the Party con-
tingently states is the case – creates a metaphysical instability to 
the Orwellian world, as the opinion of the Party could ran-
domly change. Any truths or facts would change along with 
such changes. Presumably even the view the Party holds 
about what truth is could change randomly. Even if the Party 
suddenly declared that it no longer maintains that truth de-
pends on its opinion, this allegedly more realistic and objec-
tive account of truth would depend on its authority. When a 
dictator starts to meddle with truth, there is no easy return to 
any ordinary understanding of truth; indeed, truth, or at least 

 
1 White’s (1973), Ankersmit’s (2009), and other “narrativist” philosophers’ 
of historiography, controversial views have raised a considerable debate 
whose core, arguably, is the issue of realism. One of the merits of pragma-
tism in this area is the possibility of critically integrating (non-
metaphysical) realism and (some form of) ontologically constructivism. 
As usual, pragmatism seeks a critical middle ground here – as we will 
shortly see. 
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the availability of the concept of truth in our lives, can be 
genuinely destroyed, as in Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

The totalitarianism imagined by Orwell is more radical 
than any real-life totalitarianism has ever been. For example, 
in the Soviet Union, it was (as it is in today’s Russia and Chi-
na) crucial for the rulers to control what people believe, hid-
ing the “real” truth by, e.g., manipulating photographs 
(which, of course, is easier today than in the days of the Sovi-
et dictators). This, however, presupposes that (historical) 
truth remains important: truth is respected in the attempt to 
hide it. In the Orwellian context, however, the Party’s use of 
extreme violence succeeds in abolishing any distinction be-
tween what is true and what the Party claims to be true – to 
the extent that Winston, when horribly tortured, comes to 
believe that 2+2=5.2 Similarly, historical truths about, say, 
airplanes, or anything else, are constituted by what the Party 
says, and there is no external control for checking its opinion 
against any objective fact.3 

Orwell’s novel has been interpreted as a defense of realism 
and the objectivity of truth – also by pragmatists (e.g., 
Mounce 1997). In contrast, Richard Rorty’s (1989) controver-
sial reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four emphasizes the concept of 
freedom in contrast to the concept of truth.4 Mediating be-
tween these positions, a pragmatist account of the humanities 
may successfully counter the absurd reduction of pragmatist 
conceptions of truth to O’Brien’s antirealism while acknowl-
edging the dependence of historical truth on our (future-
oriented) value-laden perspectives. A plausible starting point 
for such a pragmatist view can be found in William James – 
particularly in The Meaning of Truth (1978 [1909]), where he 

 
2 How firmly the novel is actually committed to this may be a matter of 
some interpretive debate, though. 
3 This is not to say that dictators like the leaders of Russia and China 
would not be very dangerous to human civilization in their disrespect for 
both truth and fundamental human rights, though Orwell’s Big Brother is 
even more extreme. Yet, liberal democratic society does not guarantee that 
truth will prevail, either; as we know, truth has been in real trouble with 
democratically elected post-truth leaders, such as Donald Trump in the 
United States. 
4 See Conant 2000 for an insightful critique. Cf. also Kivistö and Pihlström 
2016, chapter 5, for explorations of Rorty, Orwell, truth, and truthfulness. 
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seeks to show that pragmatism can very well accommodate a 
robust conception of historical truth, and of the existence of 
historical persons and events.5 

Truth is pragmatically needed in historiography, especially 
in order for us to make sense of historiographical disagreement 
as an element of our historiographical practices. If there were 
no truth to be pursued and possibly discovered (however 
fallibly and insecurely), there would be no point in disagree-
ing with anyone else’s interpretation of history; inquiries 
would collapse to mere subjective preferences. This, however, 
is not to believe naively that historians would primarily disa-
gree about whether some particular event took place. Usually 
(as constructivist views on historiography insist) their disa-
greements concern broader interpretations of history, instead 
of straightforward “facts”. Yet, the very idea of disagreement 
– even about plausible interpretations of whatever facts there 
are – presupposes that we are engaged in the practice of pur-
suing truth and objectivity. A pragmatist conception of truth 
is sufficient for the relevant kind of truth-aptness invoked 
here: historiographical constructions do not refer to ready-
made facts “out there” in the metaphysically given historical 
past but to complex historical realities partly constituted by 
historians’ value-laden practices of interpretation.  

 
Truth vs. warranted assertion 

Pragmatists have fortunately not simply agreed with Rorty’s 
deflationary views but have developed a variety of accounts 
of truth and realism in the philosophy of historiography, 
ranging from historicist antirealist “narrativism” to Peircean 
realism and “rational pragmatism”.6 Jouni-Matti 

 
5 In cases of “historic truth”, “it is but one portion of our belief reacting on 
another so as to yield the most satisfactory total state of mind” (James 
1978 [1909], 54). For James’s discussion of the real existence of Julius Cae-
sar as compatible with the idea of true statements having “functional 
workings”, see ibid., 120-122 (cf. also 150-151). 
6 While one might suppose that pragmatists generally defend antirealist 
views such as Hayden White’s, relatively few actually seem to do so. 
Peircean realism about historical knowledge has been developed by many 
recent contributors to pragmatist philosophy of historiography (e.g., 
Colapietro 2016; Topa 2016; Laas 2016), while others have been inspired 
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Kuukkanen’s (2015, 2017) “postnarrativism” deserves brief 
comments here as a major recent contribution to pragmatist 
philosophy of historiography. My views are in many ways 
close to his, especially regarding the need to synthesize real-
ism and constructivism (or objectivity and subjectivity) and 
the understanding of historiography as a rational practice of 
inquiry. Kuukkanen plausibly develops these ideas by criti-
cally moving beyond the (partially correct) narrativist in-
sights of Hayden White and Frank Ankersmit, and by 
arguing that historiography must be considered both subjec-
tive and objective at the same time (Kuukkanen 2015, 175, 
200). While antirealists are right to maintain that historiog-
raphy does not correspond to any definite “entities in the 
past” in the sense of “mirroring” historical reality (ibid., 9),7 it 
does not follow that historiography cannot be distinguished 
from fiction-writing. 

However, Kuukkanen’s pragmatism, though rightly op-
posed to antirealism, remains unstable in its attempt to avoid 
claiming that historians are in the business of discovering 
truths (e.g., Kuukkanen 2015, 11, 2017, 90) and in suggesting 
that truth can be replaced by “warranted assertion” 
(Kuukkanen 2015, chapter 7, 2017, 95). He proposes to “reject 
absolute truth-functional standards and replace them with a 
cognitively authoritative rational evaluation without imply-
ing that there are absolutely correct interpretations” 
(Kuukkanen 2015, 2). While historiography is a discursive 
and argumentative practice of reasoning for or against theses 
(ibid., 66-67, 198-199), and hence a rational practice answera-
ble to critical normative standards (ibid., chapter 5), this does 
not, Kuukkanen argues, make it a search for the truth. 

 
by, e.g., James’s, Dewey’s, C.I. Lewis’s, and W.V. Quine’s pragmatisms 
(see essays in Gronda and Viola 2016; Kuukkanen et al. 2019). For a de-
tailed investigation of Peirce’s views on history, see Viola 2020. Viola’s 
book is presumably the most substantial study so far on a pragmatist clas-
sic’s (Peirce’s) conception of history, emphasizing the various sources and 
dimensions of Peirce’s ideas (viz., history of science, history of philoso-
phy, semiotics) and particularly focusing on his realism about history. 
7 Kuukkanen’s (2015, chapter 3) elaborations on constructivism as one of 
the central tenets of narrativism, critically retained in postnarrativism, is 
obviously relevant to pragmatist forms of constructivism as well. 
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His main argument against the truth-functionality of histo-
riography relies on the premise that no historical entities in 
the past exist as truth-makers for historical interpretations 
(ibid., 11). Pragmatist “redefinitions” of the meaning of truth 
are not helpful, either (ibid., 138-142); Kuukkanen finds it 
more promising to abandon the view that historiography 
aims at truth, replacing this idea with the Deweyan notion of 
“warranted assertion” (ibid., 143ff.). However, the problem 
with truth-makers can be resolved by embracing a richer 
pragmatist conception of the historical past as ontologically 
dependent on historians’ value-guided selections of relevant 
facts.8 Combining pragmatically understood truth with an 
ontologically serious pragmatic realism helps us accept that 
historians do engage in the practices of pursuing the truth. 
Nor do I find it necessary to reject what is sound in “repre-
sentationalism”, another philosophical interpretation of his-
toriography criticized by Kuukkanen (ibid., chapter 4). A 
relatively ordinary pragmatic notion of a historical interpreta-
tion being “about” something “real” in the past is sufficient; 
no specifically historiographical “non-representationalism” is 
needed to reject the implausible idea that historiographical 
writing refers to “unique corresponding entities” (cf. ibid., 
64). 

In addition to Kuukkanen, a balanced pragmatist response 
to the challenges of realism, truth, and objectivity in the phi-
losophy of historiography has been formulated by Marek 
Tamm (2014). He is concerned not as much with applying 
theories of truth to historiography as with the question of 
which conceptions of truth and objectivity are “practiced 
within the discipline of history” (ibid., 266). Utilizing the the-
ory of speech-acts (like Kuukkanen 2015, 158-161), he analyz-
es this in terms of what he calls a “pragmatic ‘truth-pact’”: 
“the conditions of historical truth depend on the illocutionary 

 
8 Some details to this general argument will be provided below in the 
context of “real generals” and holistic pragmatism (see further Pihlström 
2022, chapter 3). In addition, while agreeing with Kuukkanen (2017, 114) 
about the primarily cognitive function of historiography, I would insist on 
the irreducibility of its ethical function. Even when criticizing 
Kuukkanen’s rejection of truth, I find his theory of justification in histori-
ography plausible (Kuukkanen 2015, chapter 9) – my only reservation 
being that it needs a (pragmatist) concept of truth. 
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force of historical utterance”, and this “pact” is “‘guaranteed’ 
by fellow historians” and thus by a “disciplinary consensus 
as to the methods of inquiry, cognitive values and epistemic 
virtues” (Tamm 2014, 271). Truth thus becomes an epistemic 
notion, as the “truth-pact” is based on a “critical analysis of 
the available evidence” (ibid.). 

The “truth-pact” is an implicit agreement between the his-
torian and their addressees, according to which the histori-
an’s intention is to tell the truth. It presupposes “rules” – 
normative principles structuring our practice of pursuing the 
truth – according to which, for instance, the historian making 
historiographical assertions must be able to provide evidence 
and reasons for their truth-claims, and the asserted proposi-
tions must not be “obviously true”. The historian must also 
be sincere in the sense of believing in the truth of their asser-
tions. (ibid., 274–275). Following such rules obviously does 
not guarantee truth, but these normative principles “form the 
necessary grounds for a historical assertion to be considered 
as true” (ibid., 275). They could, therefore, be viewed as con-
ditions for the possibility of historical truth – conditions 
based on how historiographical practices function. 

One of the implications of Tamm’s view is that historiog-
raphy must be carefully distinguished from fictional writing 
that does not purport to be true (ibid., 277). Hence, narrativist 
philosophy of historiography must be firmly rejected.9 On the 
other hand, the “truth-pact” does not, according to Tamm, 
involve any correspondence theory, as any supposed corre-
spondence between the historian’s claim and the historical 
fact would be “impossible to check” (ibid., 278). The critic 
may ask why this would be any easier to “check” in the natu-

 
9 In this sense, Tamm’s position is shared by Kuukkanen (2015, 2017), but 
the difference between the two is that Tamm believes we need to employ 
the concept of truth – albeit not a non-epistemic or justification-
transcendent one. Generalizing their arguments, we may suggest that 
antirealists are wrong in supposing that our having to invoke ethical and 
aesthetic criteria when “selecting” (value-laden) historical facts for inter-
pretation precludes epistemological and ontological considerations of 
such value-laden factuality. For the pragmatist philosopher of the human-
ities, aesthetic and ethical values are, while always present in our human-
istic inquiry, entangled with ontology and epistemology. (See again 
Pihlström 2022.) 
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ral sciences, or in other practices of truth-seeking. Why, then, 
wouldn’t Tamm’s rules, or the “truth-pact”, be applicable 
within any practice of inquiry pursuing the truth? According-
ly, while I find Tamm’s discussion lucid and helpful – also 
agreeing with his pragmatic analysis of objectivity as “a way 
of doing things” (ibid., 281), a practice-embedded epistemic 
virtue rather than a mysterious property of the objects of in-
quiry – I am not convinced that his epistemic construal of 
truth crucially helps us in capturing the core of historiog-
raphy as a pursuit of truth. I would be happy to retain most 
of what he says about truth and objectivity as practical pur-
suits within our fallible practices of historiographical inquiry, 
while grounding the pursuit of truth in the ontology of histo-
riography – understanding that ontology itself as irreducibly 
value-laden. Truth will then fall in its place as a pragmatist 
“species of good”. 

Although I cannot go into details here, it may be suggested 
that the account of truth that my more ontologically oriented 
pragmatist philosophy of historiography employs operates 
with a notion of truth that is more strongly “justification-
transcendent” than either Kuukkanen’s (who basically re-
places truth by warranted assertibility) or Tamm’s (who 
maintains truth but defines it epistemically). I would be pre-
pared to argue (though not here) that the pragmatist needs, 
for pragmatic reasons, a realist conception of objective truth 
that may transcend our contingent capacities of justifying our 
beliefs. There may, for instance, be “buried secrets” in histo-
ry, that is, historical truths that will never be known – and 
recognizing this is part of our pragmatically justified ontolo-
gy of the historical past. In brief, one does not have to give up 
pragmatism in order to be a moderate realist, nor vice versa. 

 
 

 
 

Real generals 

Therefore, we need to take a closer look at pragmatist ontolo-
gy of historiography. It would be impossible to any compre-
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hensive account of such ontology here, but I will offer one 
suggestion. 

Historical inquiries do not merely refer to concrete particu-
lars, such as unique historical events. They may also take 
more abstract entities and phenomena among their objects, 
such as (for example) historical tendencies of development 
and interpretive possibilities. These can be analyzed in terms 
of Peirce’s realism about “real generals” (e.g., habits, disposi-
tions, laws), which has rarely, if ever, been developed in the 
philosophy of the humanities in any detail.10 We may argue 
that such generalities can be, and often are, among the onto-
logical postulations of historiographical interpretation. With-
out a proper account of generality, our conception of the 
ontology of the humanities remains inadequate. 

This seemingly abstract philosophical issue is clearly rele-
vant to methodological questions of historical explanation. 
Historians explain why a certain event took place at a certain 
time, and explaining this typically involves explaining why 
some other event(s), among the countless events that could 
have taken place, did not take place; therefore, counterfactual 
questions (“what if…?”) and contrastive counterfactual ex-
planations (“why did X happen, instead of Y?”) are part and 
parcel of historical scholarship and have been thoroughly 
explored by philosophers of historiography. Thus, the histo-
rian does not merely seek to find out what exactly happened 
(“wie es eigentlich gewesen”) and why. Their focus is on the fact 
that something happened instead of something else.11 This fact 

 
10 For relevant writings by Peirce, see Peirce 1992–98, especially vol. 2 (the 
theme runs through Peirce’s writings as a whole, from the 1871 “Berkeley 
review” to his late essays on pragmatism and pragmaticism). For relevant 
loci, see Peirce 1931-58, 1.15–26, 4.1ff., 5.59–65, 5.93–101, 5.312, 5.423, 
5.430–433, 5.453ff., 5.470, 5.502–504, 5.528, 8.7–38. For my more Jamesian 
pragmatist appropriation of Peircean realism, see Pihlström 2009. Viola 
(2020) emphasizes Peirce’s historical realism; my use of the concept of 
“real generals”, though inspired by Peirce, aims at no scholarly accuracy 
as an interpretation of Peirce. We should feel free to employ this concept 
for our purposes here without necessarily subscribing to the overall posi-
tion Peirce labeled “extreme scholastic realism”. 
11 See several essays in Tucker 2009. That is, both contrastive historical 
explanations – explaining why something happened instead of something 
else that could have happened – and the more popular genre of writing 
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must be taken not only explanatorily seriously (in terms of 
contrastive and counterfactual explanations) but also ontologi-
cally seriously; it is a fact requiring interpretation and thus the 
entire value- and purpose-oriented scheme of inquiry 
through which we conceptualize historical reality. In this 
sense, the ontological status of historical facts as “generals” 
(in addition to their being in an obvious sense “particulars”) 
is based on their value-ladenness. It is only in the context of 
our value-based selection that they (can) ontologically 
emerge as the general facts they are.12 

A simple example can illustrate this. A war historian may 
ask not only why Finland ended up in two wars against the 
Soviet Union (i.e., the Winter War in 1939–1940 and the Con-
tinuation War in 1941–1944) during World War II – in con-
trast to the counterfactual possibilities of having ended up in 
no war at all or, say, only one. They may also ask, and have 
asked, whether Finland could have avoided these wars. 
Clearly, if questions about historical possibility such as this 
are among the kind of questions asked by historians, history 
is not merely concerned with what actually happened. It is 
irreducibly concerned with modally complex questions about 
what happened in the context of possibilities that failed to 
actualize, and these may include specific questions about 
how exactly, say, the Continuation War might have been 
avoided (or not). Questions like these suggest that historians 
investigate a modally complex reality. Even if they do not pri-
marily view their efforts as aiming at the truth but only at a 
plausible interpretation with some degree of objectivity and 
support by evidence (see again Tamm 2014; Kuukkanen 
2015), in the absence of the pragmatically realist idea of a 
modally complex world of “real generals” being “there” – 
albeit available only through our practices of inquiry – the 
historians’ practice would be incomprehensible. The norma-

 
“counterfactual histories”, i.e., stories about how things might have de-
veloped had they not developed the way they did, arguably need Peirce-
an realism of generals. 
12 On the value-ladenness of history, see also, e.g., Dray 1980, 28, 42–46. 
As Dray puts it, when we recognize this value-ladenness, “the past as it 
actually was” will “coincide” with “the past as it must appear from the 
standpoint of a certain scheme of values – political, aesthetic, social, mor-
al, intellectual, and so on” (ibid., 46). 
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tive context of inquiry within which it is possible to ask gen-
eral questions about possibilities presupposes that historical 
inquiry is not just a matter of telling the most plausible-
sounding story (compatible with relevant evidence) but a fal-
lible practice of seeking and discovering truths about the real 
world and its real possibilities. 

It is, therefore, we may argue, only within a Peircean real-
ism of generality that we can make sense of the idea that 
while only actual historical events really “exist” in the past 
(to the extent that past events can be said to “exist” in some 
sense), historical scholarship also studies real generals, such 
as non-actualised historical possibilities, i.e., things that could 
have existed but did not and do not. Thus, it studies the reali-
ty of what did exist in the context of what could have existed. 

Another context within which historians arguably need the 
ontology of real generals is their use of “colligatory concepts” 
(Kuukkanen 2015, chapter 6). By employing such synthesiz-
ing concepts, the historian interpretively organizes the past 
and makes it intelligible. The “antirepresentationalist” main-
tains that historiography is not referential or representational 
as it employs such concepts that do not refer to any corre-
sponding entities in historical reality; for example, the con-
cept of “renaissance” does not represent any clearly 
identifiable object or event in the past. The proposal to inter-
pret historical ontology in terms of real generals resolves this 
problem by making our ontology rich enough to provide ref-
erence, and even truth-makers, for colligatory concept-use 
and theorisation.13 Whatever colligation exactly amounts to, 
the pragmatist may suggest that its historiographical referen-
tiality can be accounted for in terms of pragmatic realism on-
tologically accommodating “real generals”. Even though 
there are no “ready-made” entities “out there” in the histori-
cal past just waiting to be picked out by colligatory concepts 
(as if renaissance would just exist independently of the use of 

 
13 In his admirable discussion of colligation, Kuukkanen (e.g., 2015, 106, 
113) is somewhat unclear in criticizing the idea that colligatory concepts 
would be “true”; truth should not be attributed to concepts but only to 
statements or theories. Again, a pragmatist account of truth (and of real 
generals) enables us to make sense of colligatory concept-use while pre-
serving the idea of historiography as truth-seeking. Colligation itself is in 
the business of truth, pragmatically understood. 



80   Sami Pihlström 
 
the concept of renaissance), our use of such concepts is not 
ontologically neutral, because it takes place within a practice 
of inquiry seeking to represent a modally complex world. 

 
Holistic pragmatism 

A specific version of pragmatism that I find highly fruitful for 
developing a plausible philosophy of the humanities is the 
holistic pragmatism proposed by Morton White (e.g., 2002, 
2005).14 Holistic pragmatism is not restricted to the humani-
ties but functions as a general theory of inquiry; yet, it is par-
ticularly well suited for a critical pragmatist philosophy of 
the humanities especially because it enables us to transcend 
the boundary between the factual and the normative. This, ar-
guably, is essential in historical scholarship, too, both in for-
mulating research hypotheses and in their critical evaluation. 
According to White, our beliefs – factual and normative be-
liefs included – constitute a holistic totality: whenever testing 
any of them, we are testing their conjunction as a whole. 

White (2002, 79) seeks to preserve a form of historical real-
ism in the sense that the historian aspires to “tell the truth as 
natural and social scientists do”, although the primary aim is 
not generalization but (usually) the construction of a histori-
cal, and often explanatory, narrative, with the explanandum 
and the explanans both guided by human interests (see ibid., 
89ff.).15 Following the classical pragmatists, White rejects any 
“picture or copy view” of history, as firmly as any picture or 

 
14 White’s earliest publications on holistic pragmatism are from the 1950s 
(as are some of his early writings on the philosophy of history; see White 
2005), but I am here only citing his late formulations of this idea. In some 
recent work (especially Pihlström 2021), I further develop holistic prag-
matism in the philosophy of religion, in particular. Kuukkanen (2015, 
chapter 2) only discusses White as one of the “early narrativists”, without 
paying attention to his later pragmatism. 
15 White’s discussion of the role of interests in historical explanation is 
highly relevant to a pragmatist theory of historiography, but the holistic-
pragmatist idea of integrating factual and normative components within 
our belief system tested as a totality is even more important – though it 
also entails a version of “historical relativism” that needs to be critically 
assessed in terms of holistic pragmatism itself (for a critical discussion, cf. 
White 2005, chapter 6). 
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copy view of science (ibid., 101). No truths, as James (1975 
[1907], especially Lecture VI) reminded us, can be usefully 
regarded as mere copies of an independent reality. White 
(2002, 106) refers to the plurality of interests at work in histo-
riography, as constrained by the “ethical rules of the histori-
cal game”:  

It seems to me that we should recognize that the interests of the 
historian determine (a) his terminus a quo and his terminus ad 
quem, (b) the entrenched and the major intervening items in his 
chronicle, and (c) the items he selects as causes from his varying 
points of view. In that case, we should also recognize that his 
construction of a history is determined not only by the histori-
an’s interest in telling nothing but the truth but also by his other 
interests. (Ibid., 102.) 

Our interests are, inevitably, value-laden. This makes even the 
historian’s causal claims value-laden: “although a historian 
tries to present causal truths about some subject in a narra-
tive, he chooses what truths to link causally on the basis of 
value judgments that a fellow historian may not accept when 
telling a true story about the same subject” (White 2005, 40; 
see 49–50). White rejects radical relativism, however, as well 
as a straightforwardly pragmatist view he associates with 
James; we cannot, he maintains, “do” anything with the 
“dead and buried” historical past with regard to our “practi-
cal aims” (ibid., 45–46). Here I would propose a more subtle 
understanding of “practical aims”: even the most antiquarian 
historical interest must, according to (Jamesian) pragmatism, 
serve possible future experience. Historians’ interests need 
not be practical or forward-looking in any immediate sense, 
but there must be a dimension of future-orientation in them. 
Otherwise, we cannot even find any pragmatic meaning in 
the historical concepts we use. After all, according to Peirce’s 
and James’s Pragmatic Maxim, it is in terms of the conceiva-
ble practical effects of (the objects of) our concepts and con-
ceptions – including the objects of our historical concept(ion)s 
– that we must determine what those concepts and concep-
tions mean for us.16 The value-guided future-orientation thus 

 
16 See the canonical formulations in Peirce 1992–98, vol. 1, and James 1975 
[1907], Lecture II. In this regard, Tamm’s (2014) pragmatist philosophy of 
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pertains to the meaning of historiographical concept(ion)s 
and interpretations, not simply to their truth. 

White formulates a clear and, in my view, generally plau-
sible account of the entanglement of truth and interests as his 
conclusion: 

[A] historian’s total judgment of what should be recorded in a 
history […] is a blend of two judgments: one of truth and one of 
memorability. Truth may be the stronger claimant and the more 
objective, but memorability is always a factor in spite of being 
subjective. The absence of an objective criterion of historical im-
portance makes it very difficult to show that historical truths 
about a society’s economy or politics are more memorable than 
those about its philosophy. It also shows that there are more his-
torical truths than are dreamt of by historians. (Ibid., 50.) 

Accordingly, the holistic pragmatist admits that value judg-
ments about what is more or less “memorable” or historically 
interesting play a key role in the historian’s choice of “facts” – 
even causal facts – to be included in a historical account of 
any phenomenon to be explained. Thus, values are inescapa-
bly relevant along with “mere facts” not only in the method-
ology of historiography but in its ontology, too.17 Better, there 
are no value-independent “mere facts” at all. Historical facts 
are what makes our historiographical statements true (if they 
are true), but those very facts are ontologically dependent on 
the values inherent in the holistic practices of inquiry through 
which we seek to formulate such statements. Here, admitted-
ly, White’s primarily epistemological holism is developed 
into a more robustly ontological holistic pragmatism – but 
pragmatist approaches to the realism issue in my view more 
generally integrate ontological and epistemological perspec-
tives (see also Pihlström 2009, 2021). 

 
historiography, drawing attention to the practices of historians, is more 
clearly pragmatist than White’s, while Kuukkanen’s (2015) postnarra-
tivism seems to be in many ways close to White’s position. 
17 Again, this is not far from Kuukkanen’s pragmatism. Kuukkanen (2015, 
187) also acknowledges that historians seek cognitive warrant for their 
theses about what is taken to be objectively real, while constructivism is 
right to insist that “historiographical objects are dependent on the histori-
an’s activity”. More radical constructivism, such as Roth’s (2020), runs the 
risk of losing the objectively real entirely. 
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Moreover, when evaluating an argument with a normative 
conclusion, we may, the holistic pragmatist maintains, revise 
or reject not only its normative but also (one or many among) 
its factual premises, provided that relevant adjustments are 
then made elsewhere in the overall belief system.18 According 
to holistic pragmatism, philosophical ideas and arguments 
also constitute a holistic totality and can only be critically 
evaluated as elements of such a whole. This holistic episte-
mology plays an obvious role in the philosophy of historiog-
raphy, but it is relevant in the other humanities, too. It is – if 
not according to White’s own holistic pragmatism, at least 
according to more strongly historicist and constructivist 
pragmatisms such as Joseph Margolis’s (e.g., 1995, 2012, 2019) 
– equally relevant in the natural sciences as well, since there 
is no inquiry, however objective, that would be immune to 
the values and interests guiding our purposive practices. 
Even the natural sciences cannot simply register ready-made 
objective facts, as pragmatists have always acknowledged. 
However, the fact that the humanities, including history, 
cannot do so is not a reason to claim that they would not be 
in the business of realistically capturing humanly speaking 
objective truths, or would be “less objective” than the scienc-
es. 

Holistic pragmatism thus clarifies not only the epistemolo-
gy but also the ontology of historiography. A pragmatic real-
ism about historical facts need not, and should not, deny the 
necessary dependence of the possibility of such facts and 
truths on the normative perspectives guiding our choice of 
relevant facts – that is, on the (themselves historically reinter-

 
18 A better-known version of pragmatic holism is Quine’s (1980 [1953]) 
narrower view, according to which the unit of empirical testing in science 
is a scientific theory as a whole, or even the scientific worldview as a total-
ity, instead of any single theoretical statement; the original formulation of 
this holism is often attributed, also by White, to Pierre Duhem. Quine 
leaves normative beliefs out of this picture, but for White (2002) irreduci-
bly normative disciplines, such as ethics, history, as well as epistemology 
itself, are as firmly empirical as science, because (e.g.) our ethical experi-
ences of obligation may be among the empirical “observations” requiring 
us to adjust our web of belief. This has a tremendous effect on how we 
view the ethical responsibility of the historian in “choosing” their facts, 
but such issues cannot be further discussed in this paper. 
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pretable) value-laden relevance criteria embedded in our 
practices of inquiry. Holistic pragmatism makes sense of the 
idea that, when critically evaluating our beliefs and theories 
(in the humanities or anywhere else), we are always evaluat-
ing the entire system of normative principles, including our 
interests, needs, and values, that structure our inquiries into 
objective facts. Truth and objectivity are not sacrificed, but 
their necessary embeddedness in normative interests and 
values is incorporated in the epistemology of holistic belief 
fixation and assessment. Furthermore, what White calls his-
torical “memorability” – that is, something’s being valuable 
or relevant enough to be historically remembered – is itself an 
object of value-laden yet objectivity-pursuing inquiry. There 
may be no fully “objective criteria of historical importance” 
(in the superhuman sense of “objectivity” demanded by the 
metaphysical realist), as White says, but there is no reason to 
suppose that we could not engage in value-guided rational 
debates on such criteria. A reflexive conception of holistic 
pragmatism presupposes that such pragmatic inquiry into 
values themselves, as guiding our choices of what is histori-
cally relevant and thus real, is possible for us. Hence, we may 
discuss the rational criteria of historical “memorability” or 
related relevance considerations as objectively as we can dis-
cuss any value-laden issues of the human world. 

Let us briefly return to a critical examination of the (histor-
ical) antirealism that Orwell’s dystopic figure O’Brien es-
pouses. As noted above, Winston claims to remember that 
airplanes existed already before the Party came to power, 
while O’Brien denies this, claiming that if the Party says that 
airplanes have only existed during the reign of the Party, then 
this is true; no contrast between what the Party claims to be 
the case and what “really” is the case is possible. A holistical-
ly pragmatist analysis can respond to this challenge without 
either resorting to metaphysical realism (reading Orwell as a 
straightforward advocate of realism) or being carried away 
by the Rortyan claim that truth is unimportant in contrast to 
freedom (Rorty 1989). The claim that the opinion of the Party, 
or any other contingent authority, partly or entirely consti-
tutes the truth about airplanes is already to apply a certain 
value-laden framework to this particular issue. Insofar as 
normative statements about value are in principle critically 
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tested as elements of one and the same totality together with 
factual statements, then we are never merely testing the 
truth-claim about the airplanes (for instance) but an entire 
conjunction of statements about airplanes and the value 
framework within which it is possible for us to claim any 
truths (or falsehoods) about them.19 If we take holism serious-
ly, we are inevitably testing our conception of truth itself 
when testing any truth-claims, as that conception belongs to 
the same totality of our beliefs facing the “tribunal of experi-
ence” as a “corporate body”. Only (holistic) pragmatism can, 
I submit, make sense of this reflexivity as a structural element 
of our practices of inquiry. 

Carried to its logical conclusion, this conception of holistic 
pragmatism also yields a holistic conception of the relation 
between what is constitutive of inquiry and what emerges as 
a result of inquiry. Whenever testing any empirical claim or 
ontological postulation – in history or any other area – that a 
certain normative framework of inquiry makes possible for 
us, we are testing the entire conjunction of the claim or postu-
lation plus the framework. Accordingly, our entire conception 
of pragmatism as a theory of inquiry is itself at stake, holisti-
cally, whenever we set out to discuss any particular ontologi-
cal postulations within our pragmatist account of (say) 
historiography (or any other field). For the pragmatist philos-
opher of the humanities, it is fundamentally important to take 
this reflexive holism very seriously. 

 
Conclusion 

This essay has examined a number of interrelated issues in 
pragmatist philosophy of historiography: the nature of histo-
riographical truth (especially in relation to Kuukkanen’s pro-
posal to replace truth by warranted assertion), Peircean 
realism about “real generals” as an attempt to make sense of 
the ontology of historiography, as well as the holistic pragma-
tism formulated by Morton White as a theory of historio-
graphical inquiry dealing with both factual and normative 

 
19 I have on earlier occasions discussed both Orwell’s novel and its rela-
tion to realism and truth (e.g., Kivistö and Pihlström 2016, chapter 5) and 
holistic pragmatism in relation to pragmatist views on truth, values, and 
normativity (e.g., Pihlström 2021). 
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matters. These themes have only been briefly and tentatively 
discussed. A more comprehensive account, embedding the 
philosophy of historiography in (pragmatist) philosophy of 
the humanities generally, can be found in my recent book 
(Pihlström 2022). Moreover, many of the themes only briefly 
taken up here (or in that book) need further investigation – 
including the ontological relevance of colligatory concepts in 
historiography, the exact relationship between the ontological 
and the epistemological dimensions of holistic pragmatism, 
as well as the notoriously problematic pragmatist conception 
of truth in its varieties.20  
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The Flow of Time and Historical 
Imagination: Peter Winch on               

“Ceasing to Exist” 
 

OLLI LAGERSPETZ1 
 

 
1. Introduction 

This essay addresses the conceptual preconditions of making 
a meaningful truth claim about a past event. It mainly con-
siders Peter Winch and his discussion of that question in his 
lecture, “Ceasing to Exist” (Winch (CTE) 1987). In that text, he 
is not directly addressing the epistemology of historical 
knowledge, but the issue he discusses is certainly relevant to 
the theme of the present volume. My essay aims in part to 
present Winch’s argument and, in part, to connect it with the 
question of how historical knowledge is possible.  

To assert that something has happened is to make a 
knowledge claim. However, the fact that we can formulate a 
grammatically correct sentence that looks like a knowledge 
claim and might, in some situation, express one, does not in 
itself guarantee that the sentence is a meaningful knowledge 
claim in the situation we are currently facing. The question 
here is what kinds of background or surroundings we need 
for something to count as an intelligible assertion about what 
has happened. The main contention in the present paper is 
that the statement must be related, or at least relatable, to our 
ideas of how the world generally “works”, with recognizable 
connections with past and future developments. To put this 
in a different way: A meaningful statement about what has 
happened never gives us just a “snapshot”, but always im-

 
1 ORCID https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0317-2268 
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plies a bigger picture beyond it. The statement must have a 
place in a flow of time.  

R. G. Collingwood was expressing a similar idea when he 
pointed out that historical research necessarily involves “a 
priori imagination” ([1946] 1989, 240–241). For Collingwood, 
the crucial aspect of imagination lies in the ability to interpo-
late and extrapolate. If we know that Julius Caesar was in Gaul 
one day and that he was in Rome later, we will conclude that 
he, at some point, traversed the distance from Gaul to Rome. 
We know he did, despite the fact that we might have no doc-
umentation of the trip itself. Similarly, if we see a ship on the 
horizon and, a few minutes afterwards, see the ship again in a 
different place, we are “obliged to imagine it as having occu-
pied intermediate positions when we were not looking” 
(Ibid.). The reverse side is that we cannot seriously assert that 
Caesar was in two places at once, nor that he was first in Gaul 
and then in Rome without having traveled from the one place 
to the other. We can say those words, of course, but they 
would not add up to a meaningful description of a scenario 
(there is no scenario such as “Caesar being in two places at 
once”). Historical knowledge implies the assumption of neces-
sary connections between states of affairs at different points in 
time.  

The idea of historical a priori imagination is relevant with 
regard to a currently central question in the epistemology of 
history. Given the fact that the past is not present, how is it 
possible for us to know the past? Won’t our knowledge of the 
past always be indirect? We have direct access to documents 
from the past, but do we have access to the past itself? In a 
recent paper (forthcoming), Jonas Ahlskog describes this is-
sue as a “shadow of metaphysical realism”. While metaphys-
ical realism is probably not the majority position among 
philosophers of historiography, many of the main questions 
tend still to be formulated in its terms. The ideal of “direct 
knowledge” spells out the typical realist contention that the 
privileged form of knowledge consists in a kind of immediate 
presence. The ideal form of it would be something like tactile 
contact or direct eye contact in the present moment. Im-
portant early proponents of this view include G. E. Moore 
(who enlisted it in support of realism) and Bertrand Russell. 
Knowledge, in its most basic form, would consist in the sim-
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ultaneous “compresence” of the epistemic subject and object 
(see Collingwood [1939] 2002, 25). Collingwood was strongly 
critical of that view. His idea of historical imagination high-
lighted the fact that an experience does not constitute 
knowledge if it is considered outside of context. Our 
knowledge of any event, however immediate, always incor-
porates the knowledge of other events, without which it 
would not make sense to assert it. This means that our expe-
rience of the present has no special position above our other 
sources of knowledge. Making sense of one’s own present or 
recent experiences involves a priori imagination just as much 
as making sense of the experiences of others in the past.  

In his essay on “Ceasing to Exist”, Winch does not mention 
Collingwood’s concept of a priori historical imagination. Nev-
ertheless, in fact, he presents a detailed analysis of what that 
concept would mean in a concrete case. Winch considers the 
imaginary case of a shed that “simply” disappears without a 
trace. He asks what background we would need in order to 
understand this scenario – if “scenario” indeed is the right 
word. His answer is that no amount of direct observation 
would suffice to make the assertion that things may “simply” 
disappear so much as intelligible. Our observations, direct or 
otherwise, are intelligible (and thus, count as “observations” 
rather than illusions) because they situate the phenomenon in 
a recognizable time flow between past and future.  

This, of course, implies that the epistemological contrast 
between historical knowledge and knowledge of the present 
is to some extent a red herring. Both cases of knowledge in-
volve interplay between the present, which we know, and the 
past, which we also know, as well as an understanding of the 
general relationship between them. For example, when I gave 
this lecture in Oulu, my knowledge that I indeed was in Oulu 
was not knowledge of the “present” in the restricted sense 
that the doctrine of direct knowledge would presuppose. It 
implied the past experiences of receiving the confirmation 
that my paper was accepted for the conference, of boarding a 
train, and so on; as well as a huge amount of knowledge 
about geography and traveling, plus everyday skills like 
reading a text and reading the clock. My mere experience of 
standing in a lecture hall would not have given me the 
knowledge that I was in Oulu.  
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Winch asked in his essay what it takes for something to be 
a meaningful statement of what has happened. He argued 
that a claim about what has happened situates the event in a 
broadly “causal” understanding of how the world works. 
Afterwards, his paper prompted a discussion of what kinds 
of truth claim his position would rule out. If he referred to a 
“causal” understanding of the world, would he rule out 
things like miracles? As his subsequent reply shows, he simp-
ly meant that the meaningful description of any event must 
situate it in some intelligible flow of time. As also Colling-
wood puts it in an unpublished manuscript, a meaningful 
statement belongs to “a system of thought”, in which “every 
judgment is colored by all the others” (1917, 12). 

 
2. Peter Winch on “Ceasing to Exist” 

Peter Winch was famous for his early book The Idea of a Social 
Science (Winch 1958). His comments on the philosophy of his-
toriography in that book are limited to the general question of 
what it means to understand human agency. Another work 
by him with relevance to historical knowledge is his late lec-
ture “Ceasing to Exist” (Winch (CTE) 1987). To be sure, this 
piece does not directly address historical knowledge. How-
ever, he engages in a debate with the classical metaphysical 
tradition, asking how our knowledge of the present relates to 
the past and the future.  

Winch was an important developer of Wittgenstein’s phi-
losophy. That philosophical tradition has generally professed 
an anti-metaphysical stance. Yet, unlike some of his col-
leagues, Winch had a genuine interest in the metaphysical 
tradition. He regularly engaged in dialog with the classics, 
not just criticizing them. It is fair to say that while, like Kant, 
he rejected ontology as an independent area of study (Winch 
1995, 212), he was interested in metaphysics “as natural dis-
position” (Kant (CPR) 1929, B22). In “Ceasing to Exist”, he 
attempted to describe the conditions of meaningful descrip-
tions of what has happened without subscribing to ontological 
commitments such as naturalism or realism. Unlike Kant, 
however, Winch did not aspire to a systematic description of 
the conditions of meaningfulness. On the contrary, he wanted 
to highlight their great sensitivity to context.  
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The essay “Ceasing to Exist” raises the question whether 
we can meaningfully imagine an object purely and simply 
ceasing to exist – just vanishing from one moment to the next. 
Winch connects his discussion to the magic realism of Nobel-
winning author Isaac Bashevis Singer. Singer’s short story, 
“Stories from Behind the Stove”, is set in a rural Jewish com-
munity in pre-War eastern Poland. The local shopkeeper has 
a shed in his backyard for garden tools and firewood. It has 
been part of his life for years, but one day he discovers that it 
is gone without a trace. Where there once was a heavy log 
construction, there’s suddenly an untouched piece of ground. 
Singer’s story shows us the villagers reacting to this unex-
pected event – if “event” is the right word.  

We might think that the verification of any claim about a 
present state of affairs simply takes place in the present. In 
other words, it does not involve a logical contradiction to say, 
on the one hand, (1) “The shed was on the meadow on Mon-
day” and, on the other hand, (2) “The shed was not on the 
meadow on Tuesday”. Moreover, it is not self-contradictory 
to say that (3) the shed was not dismantled, it did not burn 
down, etc. on the night between Monday and Tuesday. These 
three statements do not formally contradict each other. Still, it 
seems to us that the three statements cannot all be true at 
once.  

When Winch juxtaposes the statements, “the shed was 
there on Monday” and, “the shed was not there on Tuesday”, 
his chief idea is that there is an invisible thread running from 
the one to the other. We can imagine the transition only by 
interposing a process where the shed is dismantled, is hit by a 
bomb, or something else happens – there must be some kind 
of intervening event.   

In other words, a factual statement that seemingly just 
concerns a single observation in the present implies, in prac-
tice, unstated assumptions about what kinds of thing sheds 
are and what meadows are. Generally, it implies a world as a 
place held together by a mesh of causal relations, including 
the identities of individual objects persisting in time. This is 
why the sentence, “The shed has simply vanished” would 
imply a challenge to a complete world-picture. Our under-
standing of the world implies necessary relations between the 
past and the present. If, where we expected to find a shed, 
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there is just a meadow with no traces of a building, the impli-
cation is that there has not been a building there at all for a 
long time. Indeed, just to say that something is a meadow is to 
presuppose ideas about the natural growth of plants, the ap-
proximate time it takes, and the like. Anyone would agree to 
these simple conceptual points unless they have some hope-
less philosophical ax to grind. At the same time (even if 
Winch does not say so), they testify to the existence of meta-
physics, in our everyday lives, as a “natural disposition”. We 
just cannot agree that descriptions of the present have nothing 
to do with descriptions of the past and of the future.   

In his lecture, Winch employs the expression “the stream 
of life”. He quotes Wittgenstein on the concept of verification:  

The stream of life, or the stream of the world, flows on and our 
propositions are so to speak verified only at instants. Our prop-
ositions are only verified by the present. So they must be so con-
strued that they can be verified by it (Wittgenstein (PR) 1974, V: 
§ 48; quoted in Winch, (CTE) 1987, 98; Winch 1989, 22).  

To verify a proposition is to dip one’s toe in the flow of the 
world. Any momentary observation would not have the same 
implications – it would in fact not be the same observation – if 
the flow was different or absent. Famously, a central idea in 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language was that a sentence 
could only have meaning in a context. A string of words, con-
sidered in the abstract, does not reveal us how, or whether, it 
constitutes an assertion about reality. Quite analogously, a 
single experience, considered on its own and taken out of the 
general flow of life, does not produce knowledge. Verification 
“at an instant” must have a connection with some kind of 
possible inquiry where it would solve a question.  

A heavy wooden structure does not burst like a soap bub-
ble. Something must be an illusion: either the villagers’ per-
ception that the shed does not exist now, or their previous 
memory of it as existing – or both. To be sure, perception 
takes place in the present, but it becomes verification only 
through its connections to intelligible causal relations stretch-
ing from the past to the future. In a certain sense, no perception 
is confined to the present.  

These observations are at odds with the doctrine of imme-
diate knowledge mentioned here in the Introduction. Witt-
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genstein’s idea was that we identify our perception of the pre-
sent against the background of what else we know to be rele-
vant in the general situation. The doctrine of immediate 
knowledge holds, on the contrary, that we build up our gen-
eral idea of reality out of immediate observations. These 
“pure” cases are as it were the Lego bricks of knowledge. Re-
ality enters the mind of the subject directly and provides the 
subject with secure grounds for further conclusions. As Mi-
chael Dummett has put it, these secure grounds, at “the most 
elementary level”, can be expressed as basic “observation-
sentences”: “our original grasp of there being something that 
makes a statement true derives from our use of basic forms of 
statement as reports of observations” (Dummett 1973, 465–
467; quoted in Winch 1987, 41).  

A central question here is in what way we can say that di-
rect acquaintance with the present provides us with 
knowledge. In Wittgenstein’s own time, Moore and Russell 
argued, each in their own way, that the ultimate source of 
knowledge consisted in acquaintance with objects that direct-
ly confronted us (Moore [1910–11] 1957, 122–123; Russell 
1905, 492; 1923). Direct knowledge supposedly just “is” there: 
it relies neither on a reasoned assessment of sources nor on 
weighing different theories against each other. Wittgenstein 
pointed out that this assimilates knowing to a kind of seeing, 
where a “fact” is directly “taken into my consciousness” 
(Wittgenstein (OC) 1969, § 90). For Wittgenstein, as for Col-
lingwood, knowledge was, instead, the product of practices 
of inquiry, such as assessing sources, their implications, and 
their reliability (see Lagerspetz 2021, 56). In this way, 
knowledge is not neatly separable from the ability to give (at 
least possible) grounds. From the point of view of Wittgen-
stein and Collingwood, it was more plausible to think of di-
rect intuition as not knowledge at all. At most, it was as a 
problematic, limiting case of knowledge.   

 
3. The Role of Memory  

At this juncture, Winch cites Kant’s “Second Analogy”, in-
cluded in his Critique of Pure Reason (Kant (CPR) 1929, 
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B232/A189–B256/A211; Winch (CTE) 1987, 100).2 A memory 
episode is not merely a sequence of mental images. Remem-
bering a series of events is also to relate it meaningfully to a 
shared, intersubjective world. This is why Kant argues that 
understanding the sequence of images as a sequence of memo-
ries implies the concept of causation. Things must hang to-
gether in an intelligible natural order in order for the 
sequence to represent a chain of events.   

As an example, Winch describes his memories of a trip 
from Manhattan to London. Let us imagine, he says, that he 
remembers his trip in the following order. First, he takes the 
subway from Manhattan to central London, from there a flight 
to the JFK in New York, and from there again he goes by Tube 
to Earl’s Court station in London (Winch (CTE) 1987, 101). It 
is quite possible that the mental images come to his mind in 
exactly this order. Yet, in the light of geographical facts, he 
would immediately correct his memories to agree with facts. 
“[T]he impression”, he says, “however overwhelmingly 
strong, that this is what happened by no means has final au-
thority”; otherwise, we would not be able to “distinguish 
such a narration from a fantasy” (Winch (CTE) 1987, 102).  

This, of course, calls for some clarification. Admittedly, it is 
possible to produce a film or a cartoon showing Winch travel-
ing in exactly this order. Similarly, the cartoon might show a 
building and, in the next frame, show the same site without 
the building. In that sense, we can picture the disappearance 
of a shed to ourselves (i.e., we can imagine two distinct situa-
tions and include them in a sequence of pictures). However, 
Winch argues that the succession of two images does not rep-
resent an event of any kind.  

Similarly, we can string together a sentence, and, in that 
limited sense, we can “say”, for instance, “The shed simply 
vanished”. Winch is asking whether we could use the sen-
tence to represent an assertion. In other words, do we under-

 
2 See especially B234: “In other words, the objective relation of appearances 
that follow upon one another [in my perception of a temporal sequence] is 
not to be determined through mere perception” ... Experience itself … is 
thus possible only in so far as we subject the succession of appearances, 
and therefore all alteration, to the law of causality”. See also Winch 1989, 
52. 
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stand what it would mean for someone seriously to state that 
“this” (whatever it is) has happened? As Winch puts it else-
where,  

Of course, I can perfectly well arbitrarily utter certain words 
which, uttered in other circumstances, would constitute an as-
sertion. But to the same extent as you thought I had uttered them 
arbitrarily, you would be disinclined to think that I had made 
any assertion (Winch 1987, 40).  

In “Ceasing to Exist”, Winch argues that the sentence, “The 
shed vanished”, does not represent an event, but merely 
one’s bafflement in the face of what one cannot make sense 
of. He describes it like this:  

If we look again, more closely, at Singer’s story we shall see that 
we are really offered no more than the title “the shed vanished” 
to the story Zalman [the narrator] is depicted as spinning 
(Winch (CTE) 1987, 91).  

The owner, coming to inspect the site, does not start by con-
cluding, “the shed has vanished” but instead, “I must have 
lost my mind” (Winch (CTE) 1987, 92). All that remains is the 
observation, “We don’t understand what has happened”. The 
words, “It has vanished”, are a way to voice this utter bewil-
derment.  

 
4. Miracles and Unheard-of Occurrences 

“Ceasing to Exist” gave rise to a debate that engaged, in par-
ticular, colleagues in the Wittgenstein tradition where Winch 
was mainly working. The debate included a clarifying re-
sponse by Winch (Holland 1989; Holland 1990; Malcolm 1990; 
Marshall 1990; Mounce 1988; Mounce, unpublished; Palmer 
1995; Phillips 1993; Phillips 1993b; Winch 1995). The debate 
focused on the philosophy of religion, especially on the con-
cept of a miracle. This had not been at the center of the origi-
nal lecture, even though Winch did comment on it, making 
references to R. F. Holland’s (1980) essay on “The Miracu-
lous” (Winch (CTE) 1987, 94, 95, 96).   

At least according to one quite usual definition, a miracle 
would be an unexplained occurrence in defiance of the laws 
of nature. In other words, what did Winch say? Did he say 
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that a miracle not only eludes any natural explanation, but 
that a miracle cannot even be coherently described or even 
imagined?  

Winch (1995) clarified his position in his contribution to 
the debate. His idea was that the intelligible description of 
any event would place that event in some relation to a gen-
eral worldview. For instance, we have an idea of what kinds 
of structures sheds are and what one can expect to happen to 
them. A shed that radically departs from expectations is not a 
shed, but something else. It might be an illusion of some 
kind. We adjust all our statements about reality to whatever 
can constitute part of ‘the stream of life’ or ‘the stream of the 
world’ as we understand it.  

In a modern industrial society, this would, at least often 
and generally, mean that we rule out supernatural occurrenc-
es: our world must conform to physical “laws of nature” 
(even if this kind of naturalism is probably less pervasive in 
our lives than we tend to think it is). In the village of Singer’s 
short story, the belief in demons was widespread, and reli-
gion had an influence on thinking. In a religious community, 
the concept of a miracle is a legitimate one. A miracle is, 
however, not the same as an unexplained or unintelligible 
occurrence, for it does have an explanation. God performs the 
miracle, perhaps through a representative. Religious tradi-
tions presuppose that events reported as miracles have some 
religious significance. Singer’s villagers did not think that 
they had witnessed a miracle because, as they saw it, God 
would not conceivably take an interest in a random object 
like a shed.  

Useful applications of the concept of a miracle also pre-
suppose a culture where there is room for informed discus-
sion of would-be miracles. The impossibility, for many of us 
inhabiting industrial societies, of accepting any account of a 
miracle testifies to our reluctance to attribute anything – mira-
cle or no miracle – to Divine agency.  

 
5. Correspondence or Coherence?  

The ensuing debate on the philosophy of religion did not re-
ally touch on the most important question Winch was raising. 
He did not propose a theory of what kinds of occurrence are 
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possible, but rather he was asking what background we need 
if we are to claim that something has happened. Putting this 
in more general terms: what is involved in the informed 
statement that something is the case?  

One answer might look correct in its rough outlines. 
Claims about reality aim to “correspond with” reality. There 
must be something in reality with which we should compare 
the claims we make. When we think, we think of an object. 
Our thought is correct if it corresponds with the object. For 
Winch, that answer was correct in a sense and indeed a tru-
ism: “we cannot simply assert anything at will” (Winch 1987, 
40). We might think this point implies support of the corre-
spondence theory of truth. However, Winch points out (also in 
his other work) that the idea of correspondence tends to pa-
per over important complications:  

It is one thing for a man to think that something is so and quite 
another thing for what he thinks to be so. This simple truism is 
fundamental to what we understand thought to be; for a 
thought is a thought about something – it has an object – and the 
kind of relation it has to its object involves the possibility of con-
fronting it with its object. […] However, it is considerably easier 
to recognize this as a truism than it is to understand exactly how 
it is to be applied in different areas of human thinking. The at-
tempt to win clarity about such issues is philosophy (Winch 1987, 
194, italics added).  

The correspondence theory of truth at best lays out a research 
question – the question of what it means, in various cases, for 
our ideas to make contact with reality. The theory itself, in 
this general form, does not provide the answer. At the same 
time, the theory muddies the waters by introducing the blan-
ket idea of correspondence, as if one could reduce complex 
relations between thinking and reality to just one kind of rela-
tion. To “compare thinking with reality” amounts to very dif-
ferent things in different situations. We do not make progress 
without at first asking what “comparison” would mean in the 
case we are facing.  

Note, however, that the argument in “Ceasing to Exist” 
hits equally at coherence theories of truth. In a narrow sense, 
“The shed was on the meadow on Monday” is coherent with 
“The shed was not on the meadow on Tuesday” as well as 
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with “Nothing happened to the shed between Monday and 
Tuesday”. There is no formal contradiction between the three 
sentences. However, there is a kind of contradiction at play 
because we understand that we cannot coherently assert the 
three statements at once. But once more, coherence theory 
just states the problem but does not give the answer. The 
question here would be why we think of the three sentences 
as mutually incoherent, despite the fact that there is no for-
mal contradiction at play. The crucial thing is that we pre-
suppose the background of something like an ordered 
universe. Neither correspondence nor coherence gives us that.  

In “Ceasing to Exist”, with these remarks on the relation 
between experience and the flow of time, Winch in fact con-
tinued a discussion he already started in his first book, The 
Idea of a Social Science. In that book, he described the main task 
of philosophy as that of clarifying “man’s [sic] relation to re-
ality”, in other words, “the force of the concept of reality” 
(Winch 1958, 9). He pointed out already in that book that sci-
ence, religion, art, etc. all aim at clarifying our relation to real-
ity, without that implying that they all are branches of a 
single enterprise. The philosophically interesting task is to 
discern the various forms that “making contact with reality” 
may take. In “Ceasing to Exist”, he suggested that even the 
activity that we usually take to be unproblematic – direct ob-
servation – holds no privileged position. The significance of 
direct observation is dependent on how it connects with our 
various ways of making sense of the world.  

 
5. Conclusion   

The relevance of this discussion to the epistemology of histo-
ry lies in the light it sheds on the idea of experiencing the pre-
sent. Due to the influence of metaphysical realism, many 
philosophers of history feel the need to justify historical 
knowledge in realist terms. The guiding assumption is that 
the superior form of knowledge is one where the object of 
knowledge is “available” directly in front of us in the here 
and now. Through this privileging of the present, a kind of 
skeptical challenge is introduced.  

From that point of view, it would appear that historical 
knowledge is direct only in its relation to records currently in 
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existence: artifacts, written sources, etc. – and apparently only 
at the very moment we are studying them. It would not be so 
in relation to the events themselves. But then, as Ahlskog 
puts it in a critical discussion, “how can this present experi-
ence ever get in touch with the past that it is supposed to un-
cover?” (Ahlskog 2021, 103). Scholarship would give us an 
interpretation and a narrative, but, supposedly, “context kills 
authenticity” (Ankersmit 2005, 172, 180; quoted in Ahlskog 
2021, 101). One alternative, recently offered by presence theory, 
would be that historians should try to recover a “presence of 
the past”. This would be a direct relationship with the past 
“predicated on our unmediated access to actual things that 
we can feel and touch and that bring us into contact with the 
past”. Presence theory is framed as “an attempt to reconnect 
‘meaning’ with something ‘real’” (Kleinberg 2013, 11; quoted 
in Ahlskog 2021, 100). Again, the implication is that only 
what is present is real. 

These theories are based on the insistence that our 
knowledge of the past is inherently problematic, while our 
knowledge of the present is not. However, the problem is 
shown in a different light once we see that our knowledge of 
the present has pretty much the same complexities as our 
knowledge of the past. The skeptical question was whether 
any knowledge can exist, other than knowledge of the here 
and now. The implicit answer that we can get from Winch is 
that there is no such thing as knowledge of the here and now; 
that is, not in the free-floating sense that the question would 
presuppose. Our knowledge “of the here and now” always 
presupposes some knowledge of the past and the future, and 
an idea of their connections. There are important parallels 
between Winch and Collingwood on this issue, especially – as 
I have noted – considering Collingwood’s critique of realist 
theory of knowledge and his concept of historical imagina-
tion.  
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Still or Sparkling? Past, Present and Future 
in Bohm’s Implicate Order Approach 

 
PAAVO PYLKKÄNEN 

 
 

Time is Nature’s way to keep 
everything from happening all at once.1 

 

1. Introduction 

David Bohm (1917–1992) was a physicist who published ex-
tensively on philosophical topics.  He is particularly well-
known for proposing, after discussions with Einstein, the first 
consistent ontological interpretation of quantum theory 
(Bohm 1952 a & b; Bohm and Hiley 1987, 1993; Goldstein 
2021).2  But he was also trying to develop a much more ambi-
tious scheme, a new framework or scientific world view in 
which one could hope to bring together quantum theory and 
(general) relativity, and include biological and psychological 
phenomena (Bohm 1980; Pylkkänen 2007).  This new “impli-

 
1 Discovered among graffiti in the men’s room of the Pecan Street Café, 
Austin, Texas. Reported by John Wheeler (1990), 315. 
2 For a recent biography of Bohm, see Freire, O., Jr. (2019, vi), who writes: 
“The legacy of …. Bohm to physics may be stated in a nutshell: He was a 
physicist who made many and lasting contributions particularly in sub-
jects such as plasma, metals, and quantum mechanics; he was one of the 
discoverers of the Aharonov–Bohm effect and suggested alternative in-
terpretations of quantum mechanics. He was undoubtedly one of the ma-
jor twentieth-century physicists. […]  Bohm’s main legacy in quantum 
mechanics, I think, was his contribution to keep [the interpretation de-
bates in quantum mechanics] alive in times when many of physicists 
thought it should be closed.” For a discussion of Bohm’s 1952 interpreta-
tion of quantum theory and its relation to relativity, see Goldstein (2021), 
and Bohm and Hiley (1993). 
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cate order” world view, combining process philosophy with 
structuralism, also implies a certain physics-based way to 
think about time, including how to understand past, present, 
and future; being and becoming; and the nature of move-
ment.  Philosophical discussions of time sometimes take a 
one-sided view from physics, for example by emphasizing 
only the special theory of relativity.  But a more accurate no-
tion of time in physics should surely try to do justice to all 
fundamental theories in physics, especially quantum theory 
and (general) relativity. Bohm was one of those physicists in 
the latter half of the 20th century who truly struggled to bring 
out the philosophical (and especially ontological) implica-
tions of both quantum theory and relativity and attempted to 
describe them in a more general way. In this short article I 
will present and discuss some of Bohm’s ideas about time, 
hopefully helping philosophers of time to evaluate whether 
they could be helpful in tackling some of the difficult prob-
lems connected to our ideas about time (see also Limnell 
2008). 
 
2. Quantum mechanics challenges the block universe 
view and suggests extended, overlapping moments as 
the spatio-temporal building blocks of the universe 

Bohm’s implicate order scheme promises to give us the no-
tion of the present moment as genuinely real and extended; 
the notion of the past as “enfolded” structures in the present 
moment (nested memories or reverberations or active trans-
formations); and the notion of future as anticipated, “enfold-
ed” potentialities that are actualized in a creative way in the 
present moment. This is a tall order. The first objection might 
come from the supporters of the block universe theory. Does 
not relativity theory say that space-time is a block, and time 
(in the sense of past-present-future, as well as genuine be-
coming) is an illusion? Bohm (1986: 183) argues that quantum 
mechanics strongly questions the foundations of the block 
universe view. First of all, he claims that the uncertainty prin-
ciple of quantum mechanics implies that the point event of 
relativity theory (a key element of the block universe view) 
cannot in general have an unambiguous meaning. Even more 
radically, he suggests that Einstein’s well-known photon-in-a-
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box experiment (when extended) implies a fundamental 
breakdown in the notion that the point event can be abso-
lute.3 Instead, Bohm says, quantum mechanics suggests that 
there exist objective but context-dependent moments which 
are extended in some sense and ambiguously located in space 
and time. The term “moment” should here be understood in 
the same sense as our actual experience of the moment 
“now”, as something that is never completely localizable in 
relation to other moments, while typically overlapping with 
them.4 In the quantum mechanical domain, the extension and 

 
3 An anonymous referee was concerned about the conflict between 
Bohm’s view and the principles of relativity theory. I will not go into this 
question in detail in this paper, but I include a quote from Bohm’s 1986 
article, which provides more explanation. Note in particular that in Ein-
stein’s photon-in-a-box experiment the breakdown in the notion that the 
point event can be absolute is a consequence of the general theory of rela-
tivity (when we consider quantum indeterminacy in its light): 
[A]ccording to modern physics, microprocesses are […] very fast, irregu-
lar, and ambiguously related to what comes next. Indeed, it is not in gen-
eral possible to relate the specifiable information content unambiguously 
to succeeding events (this is just the essential meaning of the Heisenberg 
uncertainty relations, as interpreted by Bohr). Here, too, the relevance of 
the usual notions of time may be questioned. What seems to be called for 
is that we recognize that the ''point event'' of relativity theory cannot in 
general have an unambiguous meaning. 
  General relativity leads to this conclusion in an even more forceful way. 
There is Einstein's well-known hypothetical experiment of weighing a 
photon in a box. To make what is meant more vivid, imagine a box within 
which is a whole context of process determining a space-time order and 
measure appropriate to this context. This box is supported on a spring, 
which has a certain "quantum indeterminacy" or ambiguity in its height 
above the ground. It is then a consequence of the general theory of relativ-
ity that there is a minimum ambiguity or "uncertainty" in the relationship 
between the rates of processes inside the box and those outside, which 
latter are based on the more solid support of a firm foundation that does 
not move. 
  More generally, this relationship depends on the whole context. This 
constitutes a fundamental breakdown in the notion that the point event 
can be absolute.” (Bohm 1986: 183)  
4 For a thorough discussion of theories involving overlapping moments of 
temporal consciousness, see Dainton 2022.  By suggesting that overlap-
ping moments are the spatio-temporal building blocks of the physical 
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duration of a moment is dependent on the quantum mechan-
ical wave function. Each moment is subject to a certain lack of 
precise localizability over a region in which the wave func-
tion is appreciable. (Ibid., 184.)5 

This idea of moments in the physical universe is similar to 
our experienced moment of “now”, which is also extended 

 
world, Bohm (like Whitehead) opens up a new way to understand the 
relationship between conscious experience and the physical world. 
5 An anonymous referee was concerned about whether causal structure 
(essential for relativity) might be violated in Bohm’s view which includes 
extended and ambiguously located, overlapping moments.  The way that 
Bohm deals with this is to suggest that ordinary space-time (and ordinary 
causality) emerge as a limiting case or approximation from the implicate 
order (or from what John Wheeler calls “pre-space” or “pre-geometry”).  
Quantizing gravity implies that for very short times and distances, the 
entire notion of space-time becomes totally undefined and ambiguous.  
Bohm (1986: 192) notes that Wheeler (1980) in particular has drawn atten-
tion to “… a fundamental ambiguity in the meanings of the terms that 
define not only the rates of clocks and the lengths of rulers, but also rela-
tionships of “before” and “after.”” Bohm further notes that “…such an 
inability to define "before" and ''after" (along with the light cone itself) 
dissolves the entire conceptual basis on which our notions of space and 
time depend.” (1986: 192) Or as Wheeler (1990: 315) himself puts it: “What 
are we to say about that weld of space and time into spacetime which 
Einstein gave us in his 1915 and still standard classical geometrodynam-
ics? On this geometry quantum theory, we know, imposes fluctuations 
[…]. Moreover, the predicted fluctuations grow so great at distances of 
the order of the Planck length that in that domain they put into question 
the connectivity of space and deprive the very concepts of "before" and 
"after" of all meaning.” Wheeler’s solution was to characterize space-time 
as a kind of very fine foam out of which continuous space, time and mat-
ter emerge as approximations on the large-sale level. However, because 
the structure of the foam is given by quantum laws, Bohm thinks it is 
more accurate to characterize pre-space as a form of the implicate order: 
“My attitude is that the mathematics of the quantum theory deals pri-
marily with the structure of the implicate pre-space and with how an ex-
plicate order of space and time emerges from it, rather than with 
movements of physical entities, such as particles and fields.” (1986: 192-3) 
In Bohm’s view, moments are projected from the implicate order, but they 
are typically projected in such a way that no violations of causality are 
possible. 
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and ambiguously located in space and time and internally 
related to other moments (e.g., overlapping with them, or 
enfolding information about them as memories). Bohm im-
plies that we can assume that the present moment, with its 
extended spatio-temporal structure, is genuinely real. The 
past of a given present moment can be enfolded as a nested 
structure (e.g., a memory) that is present in that actual mo-
ment. Moments are thus not isolated or merely externally re-
lated point events, as in relativity theory, but are instead 
internally related extended structures and processes. 

So let us assume, for the sake of the argument, that the 
block universe view is mistaken, and that there exist, as 
Bohm suggests, extended moments, ambiguously located in 
space and time, overlapping with each other. How do we un-
derstand the past, the present, and the future in this way of 
thinking? And what is this “enfoldment” or “implicate order” 
that Bohm is relying upon? 

 
3. Time is Nature’s way to keep everything from 
happening all at once: How does Bohm’s glycerine 
tank do the job? 

We always find ourselves in the present moment. But when 
this present moment ends, where does it go? And where does 
the next present moment come from? Somehow, we need to a 
have a present moment, but we also need to get rid of it after 
a while, to make room for the next present moment that is to 
come. How can we understand this? Can Bohm’s implicate 
order scheme help here? 

There is an analogy or a model which helps to illustrate 
how time can be understood in terms of the implicate order. 
For Bohm, time is an abstraction from process – time has to be 
abstracted from an ordered sequence of changes in an actual 
physical process (Bohm 1986, 189). We are now going to de-
scribe a physical process which can be used to illustrate past, 
present, and future; it also provides a way to think about the 
present moment, what happens to it when it is gone, and how 
the new present moment comes into being. The model also 
illustrates how movement can be understood in a new way; 
and later in the article we will even briefly show how the 
model can be used to describe particle creation and annihila-
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tion in quantum field theory without having to assume (as 
the usual view does) that particles are moving backwards in 
time. But please note that what we are going to describe is 
merely a model or analogy. It has some mechanical features 
in it which, for one thing, do not capture some important 
non-mechanistic features of the quantum processes. So please 
take the analogy with a Wittgensteinian grain of salt – as a 
scaffolding or ladder which is to be kicked away once it has 
helped you to understand the point it is trying to make. 
 

Figure 1. The ink-in-glycerin device 

The analogy makes use of an apparently simple device: a tank 
made of two concentric glass cylinders filled with viscous 
fluid such as glycerine between them (see Figure 1).6 The out-

 
6 For a link to a New Scientist video of this device, see 
https://transitionconsciousness.wordpress.com/2015/09/19/the-
experiment-which-inspired-david-bohm/  In this particular model the 
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er cylinder can be turned very slowly, which results in negli-
gible diffusion of the fluid. Let us place a droplet of insoluble 
ink in the fluid and turn the outer cylinder. As we keep turn-
ing, the droplet is drawn out into a fine thread-like form that 
eventually becomes invisible. However, when we turn the 
outer cylinder in the opposite direction, the thread-like form 
draws back and suddenly becomes visible, as a droplet essen-
tially the same as the original one (Bohm 1980, 179). 

How can we use this device to model past, present, and fu-
ture? Let us say that when we put the droplet to the glycer-
ine, and do not turn it, it represents the present moment, the 
state of the universe at the present time t. When we then turn 
the outer cylinder, the droplet is drawn out until it becomes 
invisible. It still exists in the present moment, but not as a vis-
ible entity. Bohm would say that the droplet has become “en-
folded” into the whole glycerine, analogously to the way an 
egg is folded into the dough when we are preparing a cake.7  
If we think this as a model or time, we can say that what was 
previously the present moment has been enfolded. It exists in 
some sense in the present moment, but not in the same way 
as the original droplet. The original droplet, before turning, 
was in an unfolded or “explicate” state, while after turning, 
the droplet is in an enfolded or “implicate” state. Now, let us 
say that the present moment corresponds to the explicate, 
and the past to the implicate. 

Can we use this device to model the future? To get started 
with this, let us make a very simplifying assumption that we 
know what the future will be like. To make a model of the 
past-present-future, I will start with the device in a state 

 
inner (rather than the outer) cylinder is turned. Bohm first saw this device 
when watching a BBC television programme and made extensive use of it 
in his 1980 book Wholeness and the Implicate Order. 
7 We are dealing with an enfolded or “implicate” order here.  Note also 
that this is a very special kind of enfolded order because we can unfold it 
back to where we started from, because of the reversibility made possible 
by the properties of glycerine.  In contrast, once we have folded the egg to 
the dough, we will not get it back by reversing the motion of the whisker, 
because in that situation the egg has undergone irreversible diffusive 
mixing. There is a sense in which the egg in the dough still exists as an 
enfolded structure, but for all practical purposes we have lost the possibil-
ity of unfolding it.   
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where no droplets have yet been placed. First, I will put in 
the glycerine a droplet which represents the state of the uni-
verse at the most distant future I want to model. I then turn n 
times until the droplet is enfolded. I then put in a droplet 
which represents the state of the universe at a slightly earlier 
time in the future and turn n times (which means that the 
droplet I put in first has been enfolded 2n times). I keep on 
doing this until a great number of droplets have been enfold-
ed. I finally put in the last droplet, and do not turn. Let us say 
that this last droplet, which is unfolded and visible, repre-
sents the present moment. Now I can start turning the outer 
cylinder in the opposite direction. The droplet that represents 
the present moment begins to be drawn out into a fine 
thread-like form; it will be enfolded and becomes the past. 
But as I keep turning, the last of the droplets I put in and 
used to model the future becomes visible first as a thread-like 
form which draws back and then becomes visible as a drop-
let. This droplet, which was previously enfolded and repre-
sented a future moment, has now become unfolded and 
represents the present moment. But if I keep turning, this 
droplet will in turn re-enfold and become a representation of 
the past, making room for the next droplet which will unfold 
and represent the present. 

So here we have a very simple way of thinking about the 
past, the present, and the future. The present moment is rep-
resented by the droplet that is currently unfolded and visible; 
the past moments are represented by droplets that have been 
enfolded n, 2n, 3n etc times. The future moments are likewise 
represented by droplets that have been enfolded n, 2n, 3n etc. 
times. 

There is a sense in which the past, the present, and the fu-
ture all exist. But they do not exist in the same way. As we 
mentioned, the model gives a very simplified picture. For 
example, the way we have used it implies that the future is 
determined, existing as well-defined enfolded structures, 
which will unfold mechanically into successive present mo-
ments. Bohm actually thought that the future exists as poten-
tialities, and that the way these potentialities unfold or 
become explicate in the present can involve genuine creativi-
ty. So, it is clear that the scheme has to be developed to allow 
for this (see Bohm 1986; for a more technical discussion, see 
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Bohm 1987; for a recent discussion of Bohm’s notion of poten-
tiality in the context of theology, see Korpela 2022). 

 
4. Movement understood in terms of the implicate 
order 

We can use this device also to model movement. To do this, 
let us insert a droplet, A, in a certain position and turn the 
cylinder n times. Then we insert a droplet, B, in a slightly dif-
ferent position and turn the cylinder n more times (so that A 
has been enfolded by 2n turns). And then we insert C along 
the line AB and turn the cylinder n more times, so that A has 
been enfolded by 3n turns, B by 2n turns, and C by n turns. 
We proceed in this way to enfold a large number of droplets. 
Then we move the cylinder fairly rapidly in the reverse direc-
tion. If the rate of emergence of droplets is faster than the 
minimum time of resolution of the human eye, what we will 
see is apparently a particle moving continuously and crossing 
the space. But in this analogy, there is no such single particle. 
What we have is a set of co-present elements (“droplets”) at 
different degrees of enfoldment, giving rise to the appearance 
of a particle moving continuously. This is a key characteristic 
and assumption of the implicate order theory: movement typ-
ically involves a set of co-present elements at different de-
grees of enfoldment. 

Bohm thinks, radically, that moments of conscious experi-
ence and moments of physical reality are analogous to each 
other. We can experience movement in conscious experience, 
and we also assume that there is movement in the physical 
world, taking place independently of the human mind. He 
suggests that in both cases, the nature of movement is similar 
in some important respects. What does he mean by that? 

As an example, he discusses our experience when we are 
watching a motion picture, say a short part of a film where a 
car is moving. The input consists of a set of discrete images 
which are typically slightly different from each other. If the 
time interval between the images is short enough, we will 
experience movement in our conscious experience (i.e., we 
see a car moving). How does this come about? We might as-
sume that the distinct images are processed in the brain, en-
folded as it were, but yet retain their identity in some sense. 
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Somehow all the images, although different, are sensed to-
gether, and this sensing, Bohm suggests, constitutes or gives 
rise to our conscious experience of movement. As we saw 
with the glycerine tank, a key feature of an implicate order is 
that there are “co-present elements at different degrees of en-
foldment”. The image that is first perceived “now” has the 
lowest degree of enfoldment (it is most explicate, cf. Husserl’s 
primary impression), while the images that were perceived 
earlier have been slightly enfolded, and thus have a higher 
degree of enfoldment (cf. Husserl’s retention). We typically 
also anticipate the images to come; perhaps such anticipa-
tions can be understood as implicit, enfolded, not fully expli-
cate structures (cf. Husserl’s protention). Thus, we can 
understand our experience of movement in consciousness by 
assuming that there are distinct neural representations in the 
brain, at different stages of processing (or “enfoldment”) and 
that when these are sensed together, a sense of movement 
arises in conscious experience.8,9 

 
8 Another example of the implicate order in conscious experience is listen-
ing to music. We hear certain notes for the first time in a given moment. 
Some of the notes that we have already heard earlier are present in our 
experience as active transformations rather than memories. Typically, 
their degree of enfoldment is greater the more time has passed but they 
are still present. The future is present in the experience as anticipated 
notes. Just as with the example of the motion picture, sensing the neural 
representations of the co-present tones at different degrees of enfoldment 
gives rise to subtle sense of movement (e.g., the movement of a sympho-
ny) Bohm (1980). Pylkkänen (2007, ch. 5) has applied the notion of impli-
cate order to describe time consciousness and related it to e.g., Husserl’s 
views (see also Hautamäki 2021). 
9 It would also be interesting to compare Bohm’s view of movement in 
relation to the currently prominent approach to modelling perception, 
namely predictive processing (see Clark 2013). This approach assumes 
that perception is not merely a passive process in which information 
about the environment is received and processed until it gets experienced. 
Rather, what is important is that the brain is able to apply a hierarchical 
generative model which enables it to predict the unfolding (incoming) 
sensory stream. Presumably in this approach our experience of movement 
is assumed to be constituted more of the properties of the predictive mod-
el, than from the elements in the unfolding sensory stream. Whether the 
implicate order could be used to explain how the experience of movement 
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How is the above analogous to movement in the physical 
world? Think again about the glycerin tank, and the case 
where we placed a droplet in a certain location and turned 
the outer cylinder n times to enfold it, then a second droplet 
in a very nearby location, enfolding it in a same way, and 
then a third one along the line defined by the two previous 
ones etc. When we turn back quickly enough, it appears to us 
as if there is a “particle” moving in a straight line. Now, 
Bohm proposes this provides a rough model that to some ex-
tent illustrates what an electron is and how it moves. We will 
consider this idea in more detail in the next section. 

 
5. Enfoldment and unfoldment in quantum field 
theory 

Bohm’s radical suggestion is that a certain kind of enfold-
ment and unfoldment (which we have described in a simple 
and mechanical way above with the device) is actually taking 
place in the physical universe and is indeed the universal and 
fundamental feature of physical law. He points out that ac-
cording to quantum field theory, all the elementary particles 
and atoms out of which chairs, tables, brains, bodies, and 
other physical objects consist are structures that are enfolded 
in principle throughout all space (1980, 209). Analogously to 
the visible droplets we see unfolding and enfolding in the 
glycerin tank model, what we call “particles” are momentary 
particle-like manifestations that constantly and very rapidly 
unfold and enfold from an implicate order that prevail in the 
movement of quantum fields. This is how Bohm himself de-
scribes the general picture: 

Because the implicate order is not static but basically dynamic in 
nature, in a constant process of change and development, I 
called its most general form the holomovement. All things 
found in the unfolded, explicate order emerge from the holo-
movement in which they are enfolded as potentialities and ul-
timately they fall back into it. They endure only for some time, 
and while they last, their existence is sustained in a constant 
process of unfoldment and re-enfoldment, which gives rise to 

 
arises in the predictive processing framework is a question worth explor-
ing in future research. 
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their relatively stable and independent forms in the explicate 
order. (1990, 273.) 

The enfolding-unfolding notion was inspired by a mathemat-
ical technicality, namely the Green’s function approach to 
Schrödinger’s equation. Feynman showed that in quantum 
mechanics one can use the Huygens construction to deter-
mine the wave function at a point y from the wave function at 
{x}, where {x) is the set of points on a surface at a previous 
time (Hiley and Peat 1987: 23). This can be expressed as: 
 

 
Where M(x,y,t1,t2) is a Green’s function. The wave function at 
all points of the surface S contributes to the wave function at 
y. Thus, we can say the information on the surface S is en-
folded into ψ(y). 
 

 

Figure 2. The information on the surface S is enfolded into ψ(y) 

 
From this ψ(y) one can calculate the probability of finding the 
particle at the location y. Thus, we can say that the probability 
depends on the enfolded information of a set of earlier wave 
functions. In this way, via enfoldment, the probabilities that 
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prevail in the present moment in a given location depend on 
earlier wave functions.10  The past constrains the probabilities 
of the present. 

In turn, ψ(y) itself gets ‘unfolded’ into a series of points on 
a later surface S’. 

 

Figure 3. ψ(y) gets ‘unfolded’ into a series of points on a later 
surface S’ 

Now, if we assume that the wave function is a complete de-
scription of the electron (as is often done in the usual inter-
pretation of non-relativistic quantum theory) then the mode 
of being of an electron can be assumed to be a movement of 
unfoldment and enfoldment of the wave function. 

Bohm and Hiley discuss the way the implicate order and 
quantum field theory are related in the last chapter of their 
1993 book The Undivided Universe, noting that the Huygens’ 
construction exemplifies the implicate order and is the basis 

 
10 In Bohm and Hiley’s (1987) ontological interpretation of quantum theo-
ry, based on Bohm’s 1952 “hidden variable” theory (which we are not 
discussing in this paper), the ψ(y) determines the so-called quantum po-
tential acting on the particle at y so that the particle reacts to the enfolded 
information of a set of earlier wave functions.  So, in this model not just 
the probability but also the actual behaviour of the quantum object de-
pends in a holistic way (via enfoldment) upon earlier wave functions. See 
Hiley and Peat 1987, 23. 
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of the Feynman graphs which are widely used. They point 
out that all matter is now analyzed in terms of quantum fields 
and note that the movements of all these fields are expressed 
in terms of propagators (used to calculate probability ampli-
tudes for particle interactions using Feynman diagrams.) 
Thus, they argue that current physics implies that the impli-
cate order is universal (Bohm and Hiley 1993, 355–356). 

To make clearer the connection between the implicate or-
der and Feynman diagrams, they use the glycerin tank model 
(see above, sections 3 and 4) to illustrate pair production and 
annihilation (see Figure 4). To model pair production, one 
needs to put in the droplets in such a way that when one 
turns the cylinder in a certain direction, it will appear that 
two particles emerge at a single region, and then start moving 
in different directions. To model annihilation, one needs to 
put in the droplets in such a way that when one turns the cyl-
inder in a certain direction, two particles appear to come to-
ward the same point from different directions, and then 
disappear.   

Bohm and Hiley (1993, 359) describe how to do this. One 
first enfolds the droplets one by one, placing them at a con-
stant distance from each other (marked by N in Figure 4). 
One then reverses the movement of the cylinder to enfold 
additional droplets (marked by S in Figure 4). Finally, one 
turns the cylinder in the original direction and then enfolds 
further droplets in a similar way. When the cylinder is then 
turned backwards, one will see a “particle” moving from the 
left toward point Q. At the point P there will suddenly ap-
pear a pair of particles moving in different directions and one 
of these will proceed to meet the original particle at the point 
Q. They then appear to annihilate each other, while the other 
member of the original pair will proceed onwards to the left 
(N). 
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Figure 4. Enfoldment and pair creation. 

 
Let us compare the above example to a Feynman diagram, 
which describes a somewhat similar situation. In the Feyn-
man diagram shown below, an electron (e−) and 
a positron (e+) annihilate, producing a photon (γ, represented 
by the sine wave) that becomes a quark-antiquark pair 
(quark q, antiquark q̄), after which the antiquark radiates a 
gluon (g, represented by the helix). Note that the positron (e+) 
and the antiquark (q̄) are moving backwards in time! 

Figure 5. A Feynman diagram showing the radiation of a gluon 
when an electron and positron are annihilated. (Source: Wikipe-
dia.) 
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Note, however, that unlike the representation given in the 
Feynman diagram, Bohm and Hiley do not say in their ex-
ample that anything “moves” backward in time. Rather, they 
emphasize that what is significant is the order in the degree 
of implication. 

They define an implication parameter,  , of a droplet, 
which is proportional to the number of times the cylinder has 
been turned since that droplet was inserted: 

This implication parameter takes negative values when the cyl-
inder is turned in the opposite direction. What happens in this 
example is that the implication parameter has a part that in-
creases, another part in which it decreases and a third part in 
which it increases again. The entire pattern is present at each in-
stant in the whole fluid with varying degrees of implication. All 
that happens with the passage of time is a change in the implica-
tion parameter which may be positive or negative. (Ibid., 360) 

They then suggest that what is called the time coordinate in 
the Feynman approach may actually be the degree of implica-
tion: 

In this interpretation, Feynman diagrams would not refer to ac-
tual processes but rather to structures in the implicate order. 
The meaning of time would then be something different from  
but nevertheless related to it. (Ibid., 360) 

So, the key point is that to explain particle creation and anni-
hilation, it is not necessary to assume that particles move 
backwards in time. Physical processes involve implication 
and explication, enfoldment and unfoldment, but this does 
not require that anything moves backwards in time. What is 
characteristic of each “elementary particle” is its degree of 
implication, which, as time passes, determines the way it will 
appear in experimental situations, and how it appears to in-
teract with other particles. Bohm and Hiley’s model, in a 
sense, saves our usual notion of time, and draws attention to 
a new basic feature, unfoldment and enfoldment, which can 
be parametrised. 
 
6. Concluding remarks 

We saw above that there is a conservative element to Bohm 
and Hiley’s approach. While Feynman is happy to propose 
radically that the positron (e+) and the antiquark (q̄) are mov-
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ing backwards in time, this conclusion can be avoided in im-
plicate order with its notion of enfoldment. 

Note also the structuralist spirit of Bohm and Hiley’’ dis-
cussion. They draw attention to the ““ntire pattern””that is 
present at each instant in the whole fluid with varying de-
grees of implication. And unlike what is commonly thought, 
they suggest that Feynman diagrams do not describe actual 
processes but rather structures in the implicate order. In an-
other context, Bohm would characterize this structural aspect 
as the ““eing of becoming””(1986, 185; 197). While he is hap-
py to assume that there is genuine becoming (i.e., ““ecoming 
of being””, he also assumes that there is an underlying time-
less structure that is essential to becoming (this is the ““eing 
of becoming””. The above way of describing quantum field 
theoretical processes in structuralist terms is similar to 
Bohm’’ description of our experience of movement when 
watching a motion picture (see section 4 above). While our 
experience is that of continuous movement, Bohm explains it 
structurally as grounded in ““o-present elements at different 
degrees of enfoldment””in the brain. Thus, whenever there is 
something that is ““parkling””(i.e., whenever there is move-
ment in conscious experience or in the physical world), there 
is also something that is ““till””(e.g., the structures in the im-
plicate order that make movement possible).11 
 
Figure credits: Cindy Tavernise: Figure 1; Basil J. Hiley: Fig-
ures 2, 3 and 4; Wikipedia (public domain): Figure 5. 
 

University of Helsinki and University of Skövde 
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Learning from the Past to the Future in Met-
aphysics 

 
JANI HAKKARAINEN 

 
 
1. Introduction: Engaging with the Past  

This paper serves as a case study highlighting the significance 
of philosophical inquiry in actively engaging with its history, 
including its recent history. By “engaging,” I mean the sincere 
consideration of the positions and arguments put forth by 
philosophers of the past, as well as learning from examining 
historical responses to these arguments. Such engagement 
does not entail rigidly adhering to canonical narratives of the 
(recent) history of philosophy or confining oneself to a specif-
ic philosophical tradition. Recognizing the intricate nature of 
the history of philosophy, which encompasses diverse per-
spectives and traditions, proves essential in uncovering a rich 
treasury of philosophical insights. The narratives we con-
struct regarding the history of philosophy hold considerable 
importance for systematic philosophy. 

In this paper, my focus is on a traditionally central field of 
philosophy: metaphysics. I will discuss the general metaphys-
ical doctrine of Metaphysical Realism and especially its rele-
vance to the discussion about the object of consideration and 
legitimacy of metaphysics. 

The return of metaphysics in analytic philosophy since the 
1970’s coincides with the realist turn in analytic philosophy 
chiefly due to the work by Saul Kripke and Hilary Putnam in 
the first half of the 1970’s and the rise of externalist episte-
mology from then on (e.g., Alvin Goldman and Robert 
Nozick). Since the 70’s, there has been a vast amount of litera-
ture about realism(s). One of its forms discerned in the litera-
ture is Metaphysical Realism (Miller 2022). Typically, it is 
considered a jointly metaphysical and epistemological or se-
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mantic doctrine (Miller 2022, Ch. 2). Considered as such, 
Metaphysical Realism is not only the claim that there is at 
least one mind-independent entity. Rather, it also involves 
the semantic or epistemic component that roughly, “we can 
meaningfully or truthfully say something about (the nature 
of) the mind-independent world” (Miller 2022, 23). 

It seems to me, however, that Metaphysical Realism proper 
needs to be distinguished from epistemological and semantic 
realism since metaphysics is the study of being in so far as it 
is being (see below), whereas epistemology concerns epistem-
ic states (e.g., understanding and knowledge) and philosoph-
ical semantics is about truth, meaning, and reference (among 
other things). Metaphysics, epistemology, and semantics are 
distinct fields of philosophy. 

Therefore, in this paper, I follow a non-standard working 
definition of Metaphysical Realism as the ontological doctrine 
that there are ontologically mind-independent entities standing in 
ontologically mind-independent relations, such as numerical 
identity and distinctness, perhaps. One might think, for ex-
ample, that there are numerically distinct physical objects 
that would be there even if there were no minds (e.g., the 
sun). Metaphysical Realism is widely held in one form or an-
other among influential metaphysicians nowadays (e.g., 
Armstrong 1997, Lowe 2006, Fine 2009, and Schaffer 2009). 

Accordingly, the working definition of the second-order 
view of Metaphysical Realism about Metaphysics (MRM), in 
turn, is that metaphysics investigates metaphysically real entities 
and their metaphysically real relations (whatever they are). As an 
illustration, E.J. Lowe defends the view that metaphysics in-
vestigates metaphysically real entities in their ontological cat-
egories, such as substances and kinds, that are not dependent 
on our categorizations (Lowe 2006, 195ff.). MRM presupposes 
Metaphysical Realism, since metaphysics cannot have a met-
aphysically real object of consideration if there are no meta-
physically real entities. Given the popularity of Metaphysical 
Realism, it is only expected that MRM is also widely assumed 
or at least sympathized nowadays, by the metaphysicians 
mentioned above, for instance (see especially Lowe 2006 and 
Fine 2009). 

These working definitions of Metaphysical Realism and 
MRM are intentionally tentative general formulations since 
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one of my main points is that it is the job of metaphysicians 
and metametaphysicians to make them more precise and to 
discuss competing more exact formulations of Metaphysical 
Realism and MRM with their respective merits, demerits, and 
relations to other relevant forms of realism, such as transcen-
dental realism discussed critically by Kant. 

Since antiquity, the epistemic value of metaphysical as-
sumptions and assertions has been challenged in the skeptical 
tradition, especially if one assumes something along the lines 
of MRM. The skeptical tradition encompasses, for example, 
ancient Pyrrhonists, Francisco Sanches (1551–1623), and 
Hume. On a reasonable reading, Hume, for instance, advanc-
es a battery of skeptical arguments to the result that meta-
physically real beings transcend the limits of the human 
understanding that are to be respected in philosophy 
(Hakkarainen 2012). Furthermore, Kant’s critique of meta-
physics as a science about transcendentally real beings is well-
known, targeting especially Christian Wolff’s (1679–1754) and 
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s (1714–1762) ontologies and 
special metaphysics (cosmologies, rational psychologies, and 
natural theologies) (See Grier 2022). 

The typical strategic move or just an (implicit) regulating 
assumption in the contemporary analytic metaphysics, more 
or less, is to bypass these critiques. However, it seems to me 
this move is not the best exemplar of intellectual integrity 
since the skeptics and Kant have many arguments that need 
to be engaged with. 

As a start for the response to them from a metaphysician’s 
point of view, I propose that metaphysical study is initially 
indifferent to the truth of MRM and Metaphysical Realism 
and does not presuppose them. Metaphysical Realism, as it is 
understood here, is a metaphysical doctrine the truth of 
which cannot be settled logically prior to metaphysical inves-
tigation. MRM presupposes Metaphysical Realism and there-
fore, one should not hold MRM uncritically. An 
epistemological consequence of this is that arguments against 
the possibility of cognition about metaphysically real entities 
(by e.g., Hume) are not arguments against the epistemic legit-
imacy of metaphysics without further arguments for MRM. 

This paper is also a case study of the philosophical signifi-
cance of having rich enough acquaintance with the history of 
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philosophy, the recent history included. I begin by discussing 
recent history in the next section and then proceed to what 
we can learn from it in the concluding third section. 

 
2. Learning from the Near Past 

To argue for my thesis about learning from the past in meta-
physics, we better look at things from a different angle than 
usually in analytic metaphysics. Let us learn then from the 
phenomenological formal ontological tradition in metaphysics 
and ontology—that is, from the recent history of philosophy. 
Another insight can be learned from one of the most influen-
tial German philosophers of his time, the critical realist Nico-
lai Hartmann (1882–1950), who also engaged with 
phenomenology even though he was not a phenomenologist. 
Both may be seen as reactions to the Neo-Kantianism of the 
late 19th and early 20th century, as part of the German “new 
ontology” after the First World War; the 1920’s and 1930’s 
was not only the anti-metaphysics by, say, the logical positiv-
ists, such as Rudolf Carnap (1891–1970).1 

The main representatives of the phenomenological formal 
ontological tradition are naturally Edmund Husserl (1859–
1938), who coined the term “formal ontology” in his Logical 
Investigations (1900–1901) (Husserl 1970), and his pupils Edith 
Stein and Roman Ingarden (1893–1970). It has roots in the 19th 
century German Aristotle renaissance, too, especially in one 
of Husserl’s professors, Franz Brentano (1838–1917) and 
Brentano’s teacher Adolf Trendelenburg (1802–1872) (Alber-
tazzi 2006, 43; Hartung, King, and Rapp 2019, 2–4).  Together 

 
1 This is only one instance of the need for a rich enough (recent) history of 
philosophy. A new ontology evolved in Germany in the 1920’s after the 
heyday of Neo-Kantianism: e.g., Hedwig Conrad-Martius (1888–1966), 
Hartmann, Max Scheler (1874–1928), Edith Stein (1891–1942), and Martin 
Heidegger (1889–1976) (Peterson 2019: xvii). In his Ontology: Laying the 
Foundations (Zur Grundlegung der Ontologie, 1935), Hartmann (2019, 3) also 
mentions Alexius von Meinong’s (1853–1920) theory of objects (Gegen-
standstheorie) in this context even though it was developed before World 
War I when Neo-Kantianism still dominated philosophy in Germany. 
However, Meinong was born and spent his professional career in Austria-
Hungary, where Neo-Kantianism did not have the same position 
(Damböck 2020, 173). 
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with Kant and Hegel, this tradition created much interest in 
ontological categories (Albertazzi 2006, 53–54), which formal 
ontologists consider in a particular manner, as will be seen 
just below. 

For the present purposes, Ingarden’s project is the most 
relevant among the phenomenologists. He was a Polish phi-
losopher trained in Poland and Germany. Ingarden’s mag-
num opus is the three-volume Controversy over the Existence of 
the World, the two first volumes of which were written during 
the Second World War and published in Polish in 1947–1948, 
respectively (Spór o istnienie świata). Later Ingarden repro-
duced these in German and Der Streit um die Existenz der Welt 
was published in 1964–1965. He did not finish the third vol-
ume. Its incomplete version came out in Germany in 1974 
(Über die Kausale Struktur der Realen Welt). Finally, the first 
two volumes were translated into English in Ingarden (2013) 
and (2016). In the Controversy, the fundamental question is 
how to put the distinction between idealism and realism pre-
cisely (Simons 2005, 39). This was motivated by Ingarden’s 
view, right or wrong, that Husserl converted to transcenden-
tal idealism from transcendental realism just before the First 
World War (ibid.). 

The Controversy is a highly intricate work and there is no 
need to go into all its complexities here. In this paper I will 
focus only on a few key points. In contrast to Meinong, for 
instance, Ingarden does not make any distinction between 
existence and being (Simons 1992, 378). Regarding the latter, 
he is a representative of the mode of being tradition in meta-
physics, as well as Meinong and many others. Ingarden 
thinks that being is literally modified rather than unitary: 
there is a plurality of ways to be. (Ibid.) He does not think 
though that modes of being are primitive (Chrudzimski 
2015). Rather, the possible modes of being, for example, the 
mode of being of intentional objects, need to be given an ex-
act analysis by the different aspects of these modes of being, 
that is, aspects of existence, such as various ontological de-
pendences (Chrudzimski 2015 and Millière 2016). Among the 
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modes of being, those of being ideally and being really2 call for 
an analysis prior to trying to settle the issue of whether ideal-
ism or realism in any form is true (Chrudzimski 2015 and 
Millière 2016). 

In Ingarden’s case, it is crucial to appreciate that his con-
ception of ontology is Husserlian. For him, following Husserl, 
ontology is the a priori discipline of what is essential to possi-
ble objects in general (Simons 2005, 40–1). Ontology differs 
from metaphysics, which investigates what is: for example, 
whether there are real beings (ibid.). Therefore, Ingarden’s 
ontological analysis concerns primarily possible rather than 
actual modes of being. 

Accordingly, Ingarden thinks that being really calls for an 
ontological analysis prior to trying to settle the metaphysical 
question about the existence of real beings. To be precise, the 
analysis of the mode of being of being really by aspects of ex-
istence belongs to a sub-field of ontology that Ingarden calls 
“existential ontology” (from “aspects of existence”), to which 
the first volume of the Controversy is devoted. Existential on-
tology differs from formal ontology, which Ingarden discusses 
in the second volume. Formal ontology investigates possible 
ontological categories (e.g., properties and processes), which 
differ from modes of being in Ingarden’s view. He does not 
take ontological categories as primitive either. Possible onto-
logical categories are analyzed first by modes of being and 
then ultimately in terms of aspects of existence. (Chrudzimski 
2015 and Millière 2016) 

As the present-day formal ontologist Peter Simons (2005, 
41) has pointed out, Ingarden’s three-partite distinction be-
tween ontological categories, modes of being, and aspects of 
existence can be reduced to the distinction between ontologi-
cal categories and the ways in which entities exist. Following 
this reduction, I can say that the basic idea of formal ontology 
as a main branch of metaphysics is that it investigates ontolog-
ical categories analyzing them by the ways in which entities 
exist—that is, by forms of being or ontological forms 
(Hakkarainen and Keinänen 2023, Chs. 1 and 3). In formal 

 
2 Here I write ”being really” adverbially instead of ”being real” in order to 
highlight the point that modes of being are ways of being literally modify-
ing being. 
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ontology, existential dependence, for instance, is construed as 
an ontological form: existing dependently. 

This does not entail, however, that ontological forms are 
modes of being, which would mean literal modifications of 
being. Without going into unnecessary details, I have argued 
that ontological forms are internal relations of a specific type 
called “formal ontological relations” in which entities stand 
(Hakkarainen and Keinänen 2023, Ch. 4). Entities are in one 
and the same sense, but they stand in distinct formal ontolog-
ical relations. Here, the relevant point is that one can be a 
formal ontologist without being a mode of being theorist. 
(Ibid.) Formal ontology does not commit one to literal modes 
of being. Regarding ontological categories, we can take sub-
stances as an example of their analysis by ontological forms. 
An entity may be considered a member of the category of 
substances if the entity exists in the ontologically independ-
ent, numerically identical, persisting, and property-bearing 
way. 

In accordance with this, I have proposed that it is illumi-
nating to make a three-partite distinction between formal on-
tology, ontology, and general metaphysics (ibid., Ch. 5.3). To 
avoid a needless digression, I simply assume this distinction 
without arguing for it here. Concerning ontology, I follow 
more or less the mainstream Quinean line that ontology stud-
ies what there is (cf. metaphysics in Ingarden). This concep-
tion of ontology is reasonable, since “ontologia” is an early 
17th century neologism coming from “ontos” and “logos” in 
Greek (see Lamanna 2014 and Smith 2022). “Ontos” is the 
possessive form of the Greek equivalent to “being” and “log-
os” means study or doctrine in this context. In the Quinean 
conception of ontology, “ontos” is understood in the thing 
sense of “being” meaning an entity (thing) or the totality of 
entities (everything) (ein Seiendes or das Seiende in German and 
olio or oleva in Finnish). 

However, “being” is ambiguous in English. Another sense 
of “being” is that which is shared by all entities: by definition, 
each and every one of them is there (in one way or another). 
Following English dictionaries, let me call this “the state 
sense of being”: the state or condition of every entity is being 
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there (das Sein in German and oleminen in Finnish).3 If “ontos” 
is taken in this sense of “being”, then, in contrast to the Quin-
ean conception, ontology is considered differently as the 
study of being in the state sense: what it is to be. This is rather 
the case in the German early modern conception of ontology 
as the science of being in general in Wolff and Baumgarten 
although their conceptions differ in detail (Lamanna 2014 and 
2021). Hartmann agrees with it in his “fundamental question 
of ontology” “formally understood”, as will be seen below 
(2019, 53). Above, I mentioned a third use of “ontology” in 
the Husserlian conception of it as the a priori science of the 
essence of possible objects as such. A fourth conception of 
ontology is the study of any object of thought and language 
in some historical conceptions (Jaroszyński 2018, 98 and 
Lamanna 2021).4 

I supplement the Quinean conception of ontology as the 
study of what there is with the problem about the possible 
ground of being (Hakkarainen and Keinänen 2023, Ch. 5.3). 
This problem is not incompatible with the Quinean concep-
tion even though some metaphysicians think that the prob-
lem of ground is the ultimate question in metaphysics, rather 
than the Quinean existence question about what there is (e.g., 
Schaffer 2009). Therefore, I propose that the fundamental 
question of ontology in plain English is, what is there and why? 
Here “why” is roughly construed as asking the possible 
ground of being (in the thing sense) in virtue of which entities 
are there. Therefore, the fundamental ontological question is, 
to put it more precisely, what are entities and their 
ground(s)? 

By contrast, formal ontology studies possible and actual 
ontological forms and ontological categories by analyzing 
categories in terms of ontological forms. General metaphys-
ics, in turn, considers being in the state sense, its features, 
such as its unity/plurality and relation to existence and noth-

 
3 It does not follow from this that being is a numerically distinct entity in 
the category of states, or, indeed in any ontological category. I use “state” 
here as a metaphysically neutral linguistic term. I also set aside the ques-
tion how being is supposed to be expressed in language and thinking 
(whether by a quantifier or predicate, for instance). 
4 For a recent general history of the conceptions of metaphysics and ontol-
ogy, see Jaroszyński 2018. 
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ingness, and the possible principles of being like the principle 
of non-contradiction. A crucial further point is that general 
metaphysics and formal ontology constitute a point of view 
from which ontology investigates entities and their ground. 
For example, if one asks the ontological question whether 
there are mind-independent universals, the framing of the 
problem presupposes something about being and the catego-
ry of universals. (Ibid.)  
 

Figure 1. Main Branches of Metaphysics 

Moving on to Hartmann, his insight about the beginnings of 
metaphysics is three-fold: (1) general metaphysics (in my 
terms) comes logically first and (2) begins with the question 
about being in the state sense, and (3) metaphysics is initially 
indifferent to the truth of Metaphysical Realism (again in my 
terms). We may learn his insight from his struggle with the 
epistemological Neo-Kantianism of his teachers Herman Co-
hen (1842–1918) and Paul Natorp (1854–1924) at his alma ma-
ter Marburg. 

Especially illuminating is Hartmann’s “problem of being” 
(Seinsproblem in German), the starting point of which, “the 
fundamental question of ontology”, is Aristotle’s (1958, 1003a 
21) being as being (to on hê on in Greek: literally, ‘that which is 
in so far as it is’) (Hartmann 2019, 53). Hartmann explicitly 
distinguishes his problem of being from Heidegger’s “ques-
tion of being” (Seinsfrage) that asks the meaning of being (Der 
Sinn von Sein) (Hartmann 2019, 53–58). Hartmann thinks that 
“critical ontology” begins by asking what being itself, in the 
state sense (das Sein selbts), is (i.e., what it is to be), rather than 
the meaning of being. Critical ontology does not start with 
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the assumption or even the presupposition that being is de-
pendent on or independent from, in one way or another, the 
subject cognizing it. In its beginnings, critical ontology con-
siders being that is universally shared by all the beings and 
on which the cognizing subject does not impose any condi-
tions. (ibid., 53–54) This is “the fundamental question of on-
tology” about being as being “formally understood” (ibid., 
53). 

Accordingly, Hartmann adopts Aristotle’s “formula” of be-
ing as being for the reason that “because it considers what is 
[being in the thing sense] only insofar as it is, thus, only in its 
most universal aspect, it indirectly comes across ‘being’ [in 
the state sense: Sein] over and above ‘what is’ nonetheless.” 
(ibid., 53) In short, the problem of being, that is, what it is to 
be, is logically prior to considering what there is.5 I agree with 
Hartmann. 

Hartmann thinks that critical ontology and the problem of 
being are initially indifferent to realism and idealism, tran-
scendental realism and idealism in particular, although he 
eventually favors realism undogmatically (Peterson 2012, 
295–296; Hartmann 2019, 51–54). Hartmann does not take any 
stance on the subject-dependence or subject-independence of 
being in the state sense at the beginning of ontology and met-
aphysics. 

 
3. Prospects for the future 

To conclude, I shall argue briefly that Ingarden and Hart-
mann indeed have a point from which metaphysics can learn. 
Following Aristotle, metaphysics is the study of being in so 
far as it is being. Therefore, Metaphysical Realism is, indeed, 
a metaphysical doctrine since it makes a claim that there are 
beings of a certain highly general sort: metaphysically real 
beings. If there are such entities, their being is of the meta-
physically real sort. As this is still imprecise, being metaphysi-
cally real needs to be made exacter in order to be able to 
discuss whether there are such entities. We need to have a 
sufficiently exact grasp of the type of entities the existence of 
which we are investigating. 

 
5 This holds also of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, in Vasilis Politis’ view (2004, 
3). 
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Here formal ontology proves to be helpful. Being meta-
physically real is a plausible candidate for an ontological 
form since its tentative characterization is being independent-
ly from the mind. It is then a formal ontological problem in-
forming the ontological doctrine of Metaphysical Realism 
how independence is to be specified here, assuming hypotheti-
cally for the sake of consideration that there are ontologically 
mind-independent entities. Is ontological independence exis-
tential or essential, for instance, identity independence (see 
Tahko and Lowe 2020)? Is it rigid (specific) or, as it seems to 
be, non-rigid or generic (ibid.)? In principle, an entity like the 
sun can depend for its existence or identity on a distinct entity, 
modally or essentially in non-modal terms.6 It might be, for in-
stance, that metaphysically real entities do not depend for 
their non-modal essence on any mind. Equally, an entity, 
such as the sun, may depend for its existence on a specific en-
tity or a type of entities. The denial of the latter non-rigid de-
pendence seems to be at play in the formulation of 
Metaphysical Realism. But is it so? 

Generally: if there are metaphysically real entities, what is 
the correct analysis of their ontological form? Most likely, this 
kind of analysis produces different formulations of Meta-
physical Realism, which can be then discussed critically in 
metaphysics. Whatever the case may be, answering these 
questions concerning what it is to be metaphysically real are 
presupposed by the very ontological problem setting about 
Metaphysical Realism: concerning the existence of metaphys-
ically real entities in their metaphysically real relations. For-
mal ontology comes logically first in relation to ontology, 
which is the doctrine of formal ontology first by me and Mark-
ku Keinänen (Hakkarainen and Keinänen 2023, Ch. 5).7 

 
6 To most metaphysicians nowadays, the non-modal conception of es-
sence is familiar from Kit Fine (1994). E.J. Lowe characterises it as follows: 
“In short, the essence of something, X, is what X is, or what it is to be X.” 
(Lowe 2018, 16) This characterisation does not involve any modal term. By 
contrast, the modal notion of essence is roughly the de re necessary proper-
ties of an entity. 
7 Temporal order is a different issue. Conducting formal ontological study 
need not temporally precede ontological investigations. Rather, they may 
well be studied as a part of a single process of addressing metaphysical 
problems. 
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Furthermore, general metaphysical considerations of being 
in the state sense, its features, unity/plurality, and principles 
are initially indifferent to the truth of Metaphysical Realism. 
Metaphysical Realism comes to play in metaphysics only if 
we have good enough grounds to specify that it is metaphysi-
cally real being we are considering. If one is justified not to do 
that specification in a metaphysical study, it is possible to 
conduct the study and not to assume Metaphysical Realism. 

This has consequences for ontology: Metaphysical Realism 
is relevant only if ontological problems presuppose or ad-
dress it. The perennial topic of the existence of ontologically 
mind-independent universals, for instance, is an instance of 
such a case that presupposes Metaphysical Realism. One can-
not even set the problem of their existence without having a 
sufficiently precise grasp of what it is to be metaphysically 
real. Equally, formal ontological problem settings presuppose 
something about general metaphysical matters, such as 
whether being is modified or not.  
 

Figure 2. Main Branches of Metaphysics in Their Logical Hierar-
chy 

Social ontology confirms that metaphysical study does not ini-
tially presuppose Metaphysical Realism. As a minimum, 
there are social ontological problems that concern possible 
entities that are ontologically dependent on the mind in one 
way or another, such as the existence and nature of some so-
cial kinds (e.g., gender and race) and institutions (e.g., money 
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and university).8 Arguably, these entities would not be there 
if there were no minds; they depend for their existence non-
rigidly or generically on minds, at least in modal terms. Still 
considering them is metaphysics since then one considers 
being in a manner that is closely informed by general meta-
physics and formal ontology. Part of these problems is to 
make the type of ontological dependence exact. 

Indeed, they presuppose Metaphysical Realism only if 
there can be nothing ontologically mind-dependent social in 
some relevant sense without there being something ontologi-
cally mind-independent in the same relevant sense. However, 
the truth of the latter proposition is an open metaphysical 
question not to be decided logically prior to investigation. We 
need to keep an open mind for the possibility along the ideal-
ist line that there are ontologically mind-dependent entities, 
but no ontologically mind-independent entities. 

Regarding the object of consideration of metaphysics, the up-
shot is that without a justified specification to metaphysically 
real being, metaphysics is not a field studying such being in 
either the thing sense or the state sense; metaphysical antire-
alists can claim to study being. If it turns out that Metaphysi-
cal Realism is not justified, it does not follow that 
metaphysics cannot have any proper object or subject matter 
in some other reasonable sense. Metaphysical investigations 
may concern or even arrive at truths about entities although 
they are not metaphysically real, in accordance with my work-
ing hypothesis about Metaphysical Realism (e.g., some social 
entities). 

In metaphysics, one should not assume the truth of Meta-
physical Realism uncritically, still less implicitly. Metaphysical 
Realism is a metaphysical doctrine the justification of which 
is the task of the metaphysician. Neither can the age-old met-
aphysical controversy over realism and idealism be properly 
discussed without making its problem-setting exact. It calls 
for formal ontology discussing what the distinction between 
real and ideal entities is precisely. The relation between Met-
aphysical Realism and transcendental idealism by Kant or 

 
8 I consider only Metaphysical Realism here and set aside other forms of 
realism relevant to social ontology, since this is not a paper about that 
topic. 
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Husserl, for instance, is a complicated matter that calls for 
investigation. As was seen above, this is Ingarden’s foremost 
motivation for his main work. 

This upshot about Metaphysical Realism has consequences 
for MRM. Recall that MRM is the methodological second-
order doctrine that can be given the following working char-
acterization: the object of investigation of metaphysics con-
sists in metaphysically real entities and their metaphysically 
real relations (e.g., numerical distinctness). MRM presuppos-
es Metaphysical Realism, which needs to be justified by met-
aphysics. Therefore, it is not warranted to believe logically 
prior to metaphysical study that the object of consideration of 
metaphysics consists in metaphysically real entities; one must 
not put the cart before the horse. MRM is not to be assumed 
dogmatically, as Hartmann pointed out (in slightly different 
terms).  

An epistemological consequence of all this is that argu-
ments against the possibility of cognition of metaphysically 
real entities (e.g., Hume 2000 [1748], sec. 12) are not argu-
ments against the epistemic legitimacy of metaphysics with-
out further argument. They are so only if one makes a justified 
specification to Metaphysical Realism, that is, only against 
metaphysically realist metaphysical and metametaphysical 
views like MRM. This result indicates that our doctrine of 
formal ontology first provides a useful platform for discussing 
the epistemology of metaphysics, in addition to its other mer-
its. That is, however, a prospect for the future study.  
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Can We Understand the Past? Wilhelm 
Dilthey on Historical Understanding 

 
HENRIIKKA HANNULA 

 
 
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911) is today best known for his con-
tributions to the philosophy of the human sciences and her-
meneutics. In English, the term human sciences comprises both 
the social sciences and humanities, the German original is 
Geisteswissenschaften and the most literal Finnish translation 
would probably be ihmistieteet or hengentieteet.1 Dilthey advo-
cated for the independence of the human sciences from the 
natural sciences, arguing that the two were based on different 
methodological, epistemological, and ontological background 
theories. Dilthey’s epistemology of the human sciences, and 
his epistemology of history, are built on this assumption of 
the special status of the human sciences vis-à-vis the natural 
sciences.  

My aim in this paper is a systematic and concise step-by-
step reconstruction of Dilthey’s theory of historical under-

 
1 The German term Geisteswissenschaften is notoriously difficult to trans-
late as it carries specific philosophical and cultural-historical meanings 
not easily rendered into other languages. I will not dive deeper into this 
complex topic here; it suffices to say that the term designated a sphere of 
studies that had as their object the specifically human socio-cultural and 
historical existence and highlighted the special status of these studies vis-
à-vis the natural sciences. In this paper, I have opted to use the term hu-
man sciences, which has been the established term in anglophone Dilthey-
research after it was used in the translation of the Selected Works I–VI. For 
the reasoning, see Makkreel and Rodi (2019, vi–viii). In this paper, for 
clarity’s sake, I have also opted to use the English translations of Dilthey’s 
Selected Works (barring one reference, where translation was not availa-
ble). I have, however, included the publication date of the German origi-
nal, so that the reader can situate the discussions in their historical 
context. 
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standing. In other words, I try to figure out how Dilthey 
would have answered the question of how we can know any-
thing about the past, given that it no longer exists. The first part 
of this paper will focus on the reconstruction of Dilthey’s an-
swers to the questions of what the human world is and how 
can we know anything about it. In the second part of the pa-
per, I turn to historical knowledge and reconstruct Dilthey’s 
answer to the question of how is it possible to know anything 
about the past. Dilthey’s theory of historical understanding 
was, namely, built on his more general epistemology of the 
human sciences.  

I first contextualize Dilthey’s philosophical project in its in-
tellectual-historical background and highlight its intellectual 
debt to German Historical School. Thus, I hope to make clear 
to the reader what kinds of debates Dilthey’s philosophical 
project sought to contribute. I then identify the main episte-
mological and ontological arguments Dilthey used to ground 
human-scientific knowledge claims, concentrating on his ide-
as of the volitional subject, lived experience, anthropological uni-
versalism, and understanding. In the second part of the paper, I 
identify the conditions of possibility for historical under-
standing in Dilthey’s theory. I identify historicity and anthro-
pological universalism as such conditions. In the last part of the 
paper, I qualify Dilthey’s theory by presenting and evaluating 
some popular objections that have been presented against 
Dilthey’s theory of understanding.  

Dilthey did not explicitly lay out his theory of historical 
understanding, even though it was at the heart of his philo-
sophical project. This is why my main interest in this paper is 
exegetical. I, however, also want to highlight the virtues of 
Dilthey’s theory and argue for the continuing relevance of his 
philosophy of the human sciences.  

 
Dilthey and the Historical School – foundations of 
Dilthey’s philosophical project  

The development of Dilthey’s philosophy and his conception 
of the human sciences must be understood against a specific 
historical background. The basic orientation of Dilthey’s phil-
osophical project was defined by the so-called German Histori-
cal School (Dilthey 1989 [1883], 48–49). The term Historical 
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School designated a varied group of thinkers from the late 
18th to the early 20th century Germany, from different disci-
plines from historiography and linguistics to jurisprudence 
and economics.2 Some important names were the jurist Frie-
drich Carl von Savigny (1779–1861), the historian Leopold 
von Ranke (1795–1886), and Gustav Schmoller (1838–1917) – 
the leader of the ‘younger’ German historical school of eco-
nomics and best known for his involvement in the so-called 
method dispute with the Austrian Carl Menger. All these 
scholars were connected by the idea that history was the key 
source of knowledge for their respective fields and that his-
torical research could provide its foundational insights. 

The philosophical ideas underpinning the thought of the 
German Historical School have often been expressed under 
the concept of historicism. The concept has been defined in 
different, sometimes contradictory ways. Following Fredrick 
Beiser’s definition, I understand historicism as the idea that 
“everything in the human world—culture, values, institu-
tions, practices, rationality—is made by history, so that noth-
ing has an eternal form, permanent essence, or constant 
identity which transcends historical change” (Beiser 2011, 2). 
Or, as Ernst Troeltsch defined it hundred years earlier, histor-
icism was the “the fundamental historicization of all our 
thinking about man, his culture and his values” (Troeltsch 
1961 [1922], 102). Nothing exists outside history, there are no 
meta-historical laws or principles, and the human world is 
constructed by its past. 

The Schmoller-Menger debate is an especially illustrative 
example of the methodological commitments of the Historical 
School and those of its critics. It also well illustrates what was 
at stake in this controversy. Schmoller claimed that scientific 
knowledge in economics had to be based on empirical gener-
alizations from historical material. Menger, in turn, main-
tained that economics needed to find universally valid laws 
and to posit ideal-typical explananda such as the economizing 
individual (see e.g., Dold and Rizzo 2023, 166–167; Louzek 
2011, 440; Haller 2004, 17–18). Menger thereby wanted to 
model economics more after the natural sciences and criti-

 
2 For a good introduction and overview of this tradition, see e.g., Beiser 
2011, 1–23. 
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cized the non-exact nature of historical methodology vis-à-vis 
abstract logical principles. Schmoller eschewed the hypothet-
ical abstractions involved in positing universal laws.  

A similar tension between historical and abstract ap-
proaches resurfaced many times throughout the 19th century 
in different debates involving the members of the Historical 
School. Dilthey himself accused August Comte, John Stuart 
Mill, and Henry Thomas Buckle of illegitimately borrowing 
principles and methods from the natural sciences and thus 
over-simplifying and distorting the complex human reality 
into abstract principles and ideas. They attempted to “solve 
the riddle of the historical world by borrowing methods from 
the natural sciences”, while the Historical School “could only 
protest against their impoverished, superficial, but analytical-
ly refined results by appealing to a more vital and profound 
intuition” (1989 [1883], 48–49, see also: 154). But a “profound 
intuition” alone cannot ground human sciences philosophi-
cally. In the preface to the programmatic 1883 Introduction to 
the Human Sciences, Dilthey motivates his philosophical pro-
ject as follows:  

Even today the Historical School has not yet succeeded in break-
ing through the inner limits which have necessarily inhibited its 
theoretical development and its influence on life. Its study and 
evaluation of historical phenomena remain unconnected with 
the analysis of facts of consciousness; consequently, it has no 
grounding in the only knowledge which is ultimately secure; it 
has, in short, no philosophical foundation. (Dilthey 1989 [1883], 
48.) 

Dilthey himself set out to find such a secure foundation. 
There are two important takeaways from this quote. First, 
Dilthey’s project was from the very beginning tied to this 
specific conception of the human sciences which came from 
the Historical School. Opposing views would, for example, 
have been the positivism of August Comte or the philosophy 
of history of G.W.F. Hegel, who both purported to be able to 
uncover meta- or ahistorical laws governing history and the 
social world (ibid. 153–156). For Dilthey, knowledge in the 
human sciences was in some important sense based on histor-
ical, immanent, and thus empirical description and analysis – 
as opposed to idealist or positivistic theoretical constructions.  
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Secondly, Dilthey’s project sought to provide a philosophi-
cal foundation for this specific conception of the human sci-
ences. But what does the somewhat elusive idea of a 
philosophical foundation mean? A popular line of interpreta-
tion has been to read Dilthey as some sort of Kantian: that the 
search for a philosophical foundation meant expanding 
Kant’s primarily nature-oriented Critique of Pure Reason into a 
Critique of Historical Reason (see e.g., Holborn 1950, 99–100; 
Ermath 1978; Makkreel 1975, 8; 2021; Rockmore 2003, 577). 
Dilthey did occasionally refer to his philosophical project in 
these terms. His theory of history can indeed be reconstructed 
as looking for the conditions of possibility for historical 
knowledge and in this sense can be framed as a critique in the 
Kantian sense. However, Dilthey explicitly rejected the fun-
damental Kantian notion of a formal a priori. Dilthey’s natu-
ralized or historicized apriori could only be arrived at via an 
empirical and descriptive approach. Dilthey thereby posi-
tioned his theory in many ways explicitly against Kant and 
the neo-Kantianism of his own time. Therefore, I agree with 
for example Theodore Plantinga’s reading that the term 
‘Kantian’ can only really be applied to Dilthey if it is emptied 
of most of its meaning (1980, 18).  

Dilthey’s philosophical project was in many ways explicit-
ly anti-Kantian. Instead of transcendental logic, Dilthey 
sought to provide a psychological and anthropological genealogy 
of human cognition. Psychology and anthropology would 
give philosophical legitimacy to the human sciences, not 
apriori logic. This goal clashed quite profoundly with ortho-
dox Kantian critiques. Dilthey’s philosophical foundation of 
the human sciences also included rethinking the very ques-
tion of what a knowing subject is. He also needed to answer the 
question of what makes understanding between people possible. 
Furthermore, to bring the human sciences on a philosophical-
ly solid foundation, we also need to know what their object 
is. What the human world is, what constitutes sociocultural 
structures, and how do they relate to individual agency?  

 
Rethinking the thinking subject 

In the 1883 Introduction to the Human Sciences, Dilthey famous-
ly states that “no real blood flows in the veins of the knowing 
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subject constructed by Locke, Hume, and Kant, but rather the 
diluted extract of reason as a mere activity of thought” 
(Dilthey 1989 [1883], 9). In opposition to this abstract subject, 
Dilthey’s thinking human being relates to the world not only 
through intellect or “mere activity of thought”, but also 
through emotions and volitions.  

Our cognition, our way of knowing the world, is thorough-
ly shaped by our sense of agency – what we want to achieve, 
what we cannot achieve, and how all of this makes us feel. 
For Dilthey, the human world is not a noumenal thing-in-
itself that our cognition gives shape to. Rather, Dilthey claims 
that the human psyche and the surrounding world are in 
constant interaction with each other and thus co-constitute 
each other. Human cognition arises from a dynamic interac-
tion with the world. When people seek to fulfill their goals 
and create things, they do this in the framework of the exist-
ing sociocultural world but at the same time construct the 
sociocultural world further. 

Dilthey argued that thinking is shaped by “agency and 
suffering, action and reaction” (Dilthey 2002a [ca. 1900/1905], 
219). Humans are not merely subjects who operate with objects 
or ideas, but our whole relationship with the world is colored 
by what we want and what we feel. When I am hungry, I do 
not just cognize the sandwich I see on the table: I also want to 
eat it and I am attuned to it accordingly. If I want to change 
something about the world or achieve my goals, I need to use 
force to enact change. I feel the pressure and resistance of the 
world as it prevents me from achieving my goals and I strug-
gle against it (Dilthey 2010a [1890], 8–18). The individual’s 
relationship to the world is defined by a constant struggle 
against facticity, the desire to move, change, and have things. 
Thus, the nexus of our beliefs about reality is volitional, first 
and foremost. The failure of classical philosophical episte-
mology as written by Kant, Locke, Hume etc. had been – 
Dilthey argued – that it treated representations and ideas as 
the be-all and end-all of human knowledge. 

In some ways, Dilthey’s theory of human sciences also an-
ticipated later phenomenological philosophy. Dilthey took as 
his starting point the study of phenomena as they appear in 
consciousness – as meaningful, tangled with intentions and 
hopes, and thus also emotionally imbued. Husserl’s later ide-
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as about the significance of intentionality for phenomenology 
and Heidegger’s theories about moods were thus in many 
ways prefigured in Dilthey’s thought, and both philosophers 
were also directly influenced by Dilthey.3 This fully-fledged 
lived experience – volitional, emotional, and rational – 
Dilthey argued, must be taken as the starting point of episte-
mological inquiry. Consequently, also the philosophical 
foundation of the human sciences must be built on this in-
sight. 

 
Anthropological universalism as the precondition of 
understanding 

Every human being relates to the world through the same 
triad of feeling, willing, and thinking. Qua being humans, we 
share this same volitional structure of experience. However, 
given that throughout our individual development we go 
through different kinds of feelings and volitions, life molds 
us into different, unique individuals (Dilthey 2010b [1895–96], 
211–212). This is the process of individuation. Yet, since the 
core potential in every person is the same, we end up sharing 
enough similarities that no one’s inner life is completely and 
incommensurably alien to us. This makes mutual under-
standing between different individuals possible. Dilthey 
grounds the possibility of understanding between people on 
an idea of “immanent universalism” (see also: Kinzel 2019, 
27–30) or, as I shall here call it, anthropological universalism. 
He describes the idea as follows:  

[A]ll humans arrive at the same numerical system, the same spa-
tial, grammatical, and logical relations. Because they live in the 
midst of relations between this external world and a common 
structural psychic nexus, they share the same forms of prefer-
ence and choice, the same relationships between ends and 
means, certain uniform relations of values, and certain uniform 
features characteristic of their ideal of life wherever it appears. 
(Dilthey 2010c [1894], 196.)  

 
3 For example, Makkreel (1982), Nelson (2014) and Scharff (2019) have 
written about different aspects of Dilthey’s influence on Husserl and 
Heidegger.  
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Dilthey’s universalism is thereby not based on essentialist 
assumptions about what it is to be a human being. If we 
would put a baby to grow up in a radically different kind of 
environment – to the Moon, for instance – without human 
contact, it might grow up to have a radically different way of 
cognizing the world and understanding would not be possi-
ble anymore. The possibility of mutual understanding hinges 
on the fact that we are certain kinds of beings in a certain 
kind of world. 

Dilthey’s unity in diversity-ethos and romantic holism 
might appear old-fashioned and even somewhat problematic 
today. In many ways, his universalism indeed owed to the 
theologically imbued ideas of people like Schleiermacher and 
Herder, and German romanticism (see e.g., Gadamer 2013 
[1960], 226; Shalin 1986, 116–117). The legitimacy of this kind 
of universalism can of course be questioned: can we genuine-
ly assume that people’s experiences across different cultures 
or circumstances are truly similar enough to secure the possi-
bility of mutual understanding? For example, one can plausi-
bly argue that understanding someone’s extreme suffering – 
say, of holocaust survivors, victims of war or colonial subju-
gation, or people experiencing racial discrimination – is not 
possible for someone who has not gone through those experi-
ences (for background, see e.g., White & Wang 1995; Kidron 
2012). Furthermore, it is also plausible that those experiences 
might be impossible to explain or communicate to others (see 
e.g., Kusch 2019). If properly understanding the experiences 
of my neighbor is sometimes impossible, how could I claim to 
understand someone from a radically different time or cul-
ture?  

However, Dilthey’s universalism might be defended if we 
take his conception of universality to be thin and elementary. 
Essentially, Dilthey argued for the existence of anthropologi-
cal or cultural universals. The existence of such universals – 
elements, patterns, traits, or institution that is common to all 
known human cultures worldwide – is still debated in con-
temporary anthropology (see e.g., Pinxten 1975, 7–8; Lloyd 
2007, 1–8) and therefore cannot be rejected outright. In this 
(more charitable) reading, Dilthey simply postulated that 
humans share just enough psychological similarities that 
make understanding other people principally possible. It 
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could even allow that certain lived experiences cannot be 
communicated or understood, while still maintaining that the 
condition of possibility for mutual understanding between peo-
ple is that we are all in some significant ways similar.  
 

Understanding, explanation, and lived experience 

Dilthey’s name is often associated with the so-called under-
standing vs. explanation distinction, whereby explaining is 
something that the natural sciences do, and understanding is 
the epistemic strategy of the human sciences. Based on this 
distinction, Dilthey maintains that the human sciences are 
inherently distinct from the natural sciences: the former con-
centrates on the understanding of meaningful human actions, 
while the latter depends on the causal explanation of physical 
events. Even though this idea did not originate from Dilthey 
(see e.g., Maclean 1982, 348–349), he provided perhaps the 
first properly systematic formulation of it. Dilthey’s clearest 
and the most comprehensive formulation of the explanation-
understanding-distinction is: “[w]e explain through purely 
intellectual processes, but we understand through the coop-
eration of all the powers of the mind activated by apprehen-
sion” (Dilthey 2010c [1894], 147). 

Dilthey’s conception of human-scientific understanding is 
directly based on his reconceptualization of the thinking sub-
ject and his anthropological universalism. Understanding in 
the human sciences is analogous to understanding of other 
people. As argued above, our subjectivity is not constituted 
only by rational deliberation, but also (and perhaps more pro-
foundly) by volitional and emotional states. All these powers 
of the mind are activated when we try to understand other 
people and, therefore, also in human-scientific understand-
ing. The human world is not a rigid object to be sensed or 
cognized, but a playing field in which human beings try to 
fulfill their projects and desires. Understanding this field re-
quires engaging all human cognitive capacities. A scholar of 
the human sciences inhabits the realm that is also the object of 
her study. They are subject to the same psychological and 
anthropological realities that govern the rest of the human 
world. This is why the human sciences, unlike the natural 
sciences, are directly connected to life: 
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Life, life-experience, and the human sciences are intimately re-
lated and constantly interact. The basis of the human sciences is 
not conceptualization but the reflexive awareness of a psychic 
state in its wholeness and its rediscovery in re-experiencing. (…) 
Here we notice a decisive difference between the natural scienc-
es and the human sciences. In the former, scientific thinking 
stands apart from our ordinary contact with the external worlds 
(…) But in the human sciences, a connection between life and 
science is retained, so that the thought-provoking work of eve-
ryday life remains the foundation of scientific creativity. 
(Dilthey 2002b [1911], 157–158.)  

In understanding, we start from the immediate givenness of 
our own lived experience (i.e., the experience of the word). 
However, this immediate givenness is conceptualized and 
articulated into a whole we can analyze and describe. Because 
of the dialogical relationship between the individual and oth-
er people, the sociocultural world is always already implicat-
ed in the lived experience.  

Dilthey’s theory of understanding sought to establish and 
ground a theory for epistemic access (Kinzel 2018, 356–360) to 
the human world. Cultural facts only exist if someone can 
experience them. There cannot be a cultural or a social fact 
that does not feature in at least someone’s experience. There 
cannot be a norm, custom, or institution that nobody in the 
world knows about. This means that all human scientific facts 
are accessible through lived experiences of one or several indi-
viduals. The facts of the natural world, in contrast, exist irre-
spective of us. A species of bird that no human has ever seen 
still exists. Lived experience, as Dilthey understands it, is a 
window through which a researcher can peek into the vast 
and complex reality of the human world. Through under-
standing, we can access lived experiences that are not our 
own.  

The other side of the coin – explanation – would explain 
the natural world from the outside by referring to causal ex-
planations or explanations identifying covering laws. The 
epistemological difference implies an ontological difference 
as well – if understanding the sociocultural world is qualita-
tively different from explaining the natural world, there must 
be something about the ontological makeup of the sociocul-
tural world that causes this difference. In more modern 
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terms, Dilthey’s understanding vs. explanation distinction 
was based on a social-ontological theory. He argued that so-
cial kinds are different from natural kinds. Social kinds arise in 
the interaction between people and create the sociocultural 
world. Because we – as humans – co-constitute the latter, we 
have a different kind of epistemic access to that world than to 
the world of nature. Human life is structured and carried out 
through meaningful action and symbolic expressions. Conse-
quently, the human world is constituted by manifestations of 
life, such as artworks, texts, words, utterances etc. 

To recapitulate the argument this far: Dilthey’s epistemol-
ogy was supposed to provide a model of a historically and 
culturally situated mind. It did this by grounding our 
knowledge claims on lived experience. Furthermore, it main-
tained that we can have access to other people’s inner states, 
or, in other words, that we can understand other people and 
their expressions of life. This understanding is qualitatively 
different from the causal explanations of the natural sciences. 
Dilthey’s explanation-understanding distinction was thus 
based on a substantive epistemological and ontological back-
ground theory. 

 
Dilthey on historical understanding 

Until now, I have concentrated on Dilthey’s theory of under-
standing in general. However, Dilthey’s theory of epistemic 
access to the sociocultural world does not yet establish the 
possibility of historical understanding. We cannot directly 
experience the past, as it is no longer there. Hence, we cannot 
have a lived experience of the past. Dilthey goes around this 
hurdle by explaining that even though the past is no longer 
there, it is still implicated in our experience of the world:  

Everything here derives from acts of human spirit and bears the 
hallmark of historicity. As a product of history, everything gets 
interwoven with the world of sense. The distribution of trees in 
a park, the arrangement of houses in a street, the handy tool of 
the artisan, and the sentence propounded in the courtroom are 
everyday examples of how we are constantly surrounded by 
what has become historical. What the human spirit is today pro-
jecting into some manifestation will tomorrow, when it stands 
before us, be history. Through the passage of time we become 
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surrounded by Roman ruins, cathedrals, and the country palac-
es of autocrats. History is not something separated from life or 
remote from the present. (Dilthey 2002b [1911], 169.) 

As mentioned earlier, Dilthey subscribes to the idea of histor-
icism, the philosophical idea that one takes things to be his-
torically constituted in some important sense. It maintains 
that to explain the existence of social and cultural phenome-
na, one must study the process by which they came about. In 
other words, their history. Apart from the concrete ways in 
which the past is implicated in our material surroundings, 
Dilthey also describes the past being present as a kind of 
memory:  

because what we experience as present always contains a 
memory of what has just been present. In other cases, the past 
has a direct effect on, and meaning for, the present, and this 
gives to memories a peculiar character of being present through 
which they become included in the present. (ibid. 216.)  

This past being present means in a very broad sense that the 
world in which we live is a product of history. The past is 
implicated in the present in the same way as someone’s 
childhood is present in one’s adult life. It is constitutive of 
what the world is today. 

Dilthey understands historicity as a kind of living tradition 
that is carried forward in different social institutions and so-
cial configurations. The ontological historicity does not need 
to mean a spooky ethereal historical spirit hovering above the 
present. Rather, historical categories manifest themselves in 
the present through institutions, structures, ideas, and social 
configurations. One such structure would, for example, be 
generation. In fact, Dilthey was the first German scholar to use 
this key sociological concept systematically (Mannheim 1952 
[1927/28], 282). In his 1871 biography of the philosopher 
Friedrich Schleiermacher, Dilthey demonstrates how the pre-
vious two generations before Schleiermacher created the in-
tellectual world which made Schleiermacher’s thought 
possible in the first place. He also accounts for how the fol-
lowing generation developed Schleiermacher’s theories fur-
ther and partly reacted against them. The past is anchored in 
concrete, empirical categories; institutions and the organiza-
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tion of society are carriers of historicity. Historicity is ex-
pressed in real social kinds and is thus woven into the fabric 
of the social world. 

Dilthey’s theory of historical understanding, therefore, in-
cludes the general requirements of lived experience and epis-
temic access to the human world, or – in other words – 
understanding. It also includes historicity as a condition of pos-
sibility for historical understanding. We can understand the 
sociocultural world because we are part of it, and we can under-
stand historical categories because the world implicates them. 

However, to say anything meaningful about the past or, 
especially, to say anything legitimate about it as a historian, 
the historicity of the human sociocultural world does not 
bring us very far. It just establishes the fact that some histori-
cal categories are not foreign to us, as they are present in our 
own lives. But what about phenomena or ideas which are not 
implicated in our historical consciousness or manifested in 
our social and cultural world? What about historical and cul-
tural distance? Many medieval institutions, like universities, 
still exist and carry the ideas and ideals directly to our lives, 
but this is not the case for, say, many ancient Greek cultural 
institutions like the Panathenaic Games or the boule. Their 
meaning and significance are lost to us, at least when it comes 
to our own lived reality.   

To answer this question, Dilthey would again invoke his 
idea of anthropological universals. Historical understanding is 
possible because there are still enough commonalities be-
tween people of the past and the present. All people share the 
same basic structure of experience or basic attunement to the 
world – all people desire, love and hate. They create laws and 
art and create organizational structures and cultural systems 
to make these possible. This commonality can again be un-
derstood very minimally: almost all cultures everywhere 
have had some kind of conception of marriage, for instance. 
Conceptions of marriage have varied greatly across cultures 
and epochs, but people still seem to tend towards creating an 
institution to secure familial continuity. All social groups cre-
ate laws and societal structures. Religion is ubiquitous, even 
though the details of religious formations vary. This very 
minimal and basic level of commonality secures the condition 
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of the possibility of understanding culturally or temporally re-
mote manifestations of life. 

Dilthey never claimed that such understanding would be 
easy. He admitted that understanding other people and their 
expressions of life gets more difficult when the distance in-
creases: “the certainty of our knowledge rests in us ourselves, 
and as we move away from ourselves, our knowledge be-
comes gradually less certain” (Dilthey 1977 [1860], 208). Un-
derstanding comes in degrees from elementary to complex. 
Consequently, there might well be historical phenomena that 
cannot be understood, because not enough source material 
exists to make understanding possible. Understanding must 
be based on empirical material. Still, even the most compli-
cated effort of historical knowledge is nevertheless related to 
and derivative from our knowledge of other persons and our 
own awareness of life:  

Understanding ranges from the babblings of children to Hamlet 
or the Critique of Pure Reason. From stones and marble, musical 
notes, gestures, words and letters, from actions, economic de-
crees and constitutions, the same human spirit addresses us and 
demands interpretation. Indeed, the process of understanding, 
insofar as it is determined by common conditions and epistemo-
logical instruments, must everywhere present the same charac-
teristics. (Dilthey 1996 [1900], 232.) 

The abstractions and analyzes of a historian are a critical ex-
tension of the processes of understanding which are implicit 
in our ordinary experience. The understanding of historical 
agents, individuals who lived in different times is analogous 
to understanding the living people around us. The difference 
between understanding past people and living people is only 
due to the difference in the manifestations of their life that are 
available for interpretation. Interpreting historical texts is 
maybe more challenging but not a fundamentally different 
task than reading a contemporary novel or understanding the 
complaints of my neighbor. As Dilthey puts it: “through 
stone and marble, musical notes, gestures, words, and texts, 
actions, economic regulations and constitutions, the same 
human spirit addresses us and demands interpretation” (ibid. 
232–233). 
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Dilthey criticized and Dilthey defended 

A popular later reading of Dilthey has (over-)emphasized the 
role of empathy in his theory of understanding. Already 
Dilthey’s contemporary neo-Kantian philosopher, Heinrich 
Rickert, claimed in quite an uncharitable manner that “cer-
tainly Dilthey’s gift for ‘reliving’ and ‘empathizing’ history 
was extraordinary and perhaps unique in its time. However, 
this estimable man was not gifted in the same measure with 
the capacity for rigorous conceptual reasoning” (1962 [1926], 
22). The juxtaposition of soft and unsystematic hermeneutic 
understanding with rigorous and careful conceptual reason-
ing has been a recurring theme in Dilthey-reception since the 
beginning. It has also sent echoes more generally in the recep-
tion of hermeneutic methodologies in the human sciences, 
and the contrasting of ‘soft’ qualitative methods against the 
more ‘exact’ quantitative methods. 

In this view, sympathy and understanding are understood 
as psychological mechanisms that allow re-enacting or reliv-
ing someone’s psychic states – walking a mile in someone 
else’s shoes, so to say. Historical understanding would there-
by be more akin to imagining historical agents’ mental states. 
To a certain extent, one must admit, Dilthey indeed champi-
ons such a psychological theory. However, his theory of un-
derstanding cannot be reduced to it. Dilthey never conceives 
of understanding solely as an act of empathetically ‘transport-
ing’ oneself into the head of another person. As argued 
above, Dilthey’s psychological universalism is merely the first 
condition of possibility for human-scientific and historical un-
derstanding. Interpretation is an active and rigorous process, 
based on empirical evidence. Human-scientific knowledge 
production also involves gathering empirical material, even 
by using quantitative and statistical methods, and critically 
evaluating it. Dilthey is also a spirited defender of modern 
source criticism. Historical understanding, for him, is there-
fore not primarily an act of imaginative empathy but a rule-
bound interpretative process. It is thus disingenuous to reject 
Dilthey’s conception of historical understanding by reducing 
it merely to empathy. 

Another influential line of criticism of Dilthey’s conception 
of understanding comes from later philosophical hermeneu-
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tics, especially from Martin Heidegger and Hans Georg Gad-
amer. This difference between Dilthey vs. Heidegger and 
Gadamer has been conceptualized as one between methodolog-
ical vs. philosophical-ontological hermeneutics (see e.g., Gjesdal 
2017, 337; 2019, 358, 369; Fehér 2015, 162). Both Heidegger 
and Gadamer argue that Dilthey’s conception of understand-
ing tries to uncover the intended or original meaning of a 
phenomenon and is therefore misguided. Instead, the mean-
ing or significance of a phenomenon should be understood as 
co-constituted by the person doing the understanding. For 
Heidegger, and later for Gadamer, one of the main problems 
with Dilthey’s “methodological” hermeneutics was that it 
divorces the object of study – the object of understanding – 
from the person trying to understand it.  

In Being and Time, the crux of Heidegger’s criticism is exis-
tential: Dilthey’s thing-like attitude towards history produces 
inauthentic historiography which does not consider the pri-
mordial existential significance of the historicity for Dasein 
(1977 [1927], 518–532). In a similar vein, Gadamer accuses 
romantic hermeneutics in general, and Dilthey in particular, 
of naïve historical objectivism (Gadamer 2013 [1960], 226). 
Dilthey’s hermeneutics tried erroneously to reach the object 
as it really was. Romantic or methodological hermeneutics, 
Gadamer declares, falsely treats understanding as a one-way 
subject-object relation, when in fact understanding means the 
fusion of horizons, in which the old and the new horizon are 
combined into something of living value (ibid. 317). This also 
entails a different conception of historicity: Dilthey’s idea of 
historicity was tied to his quest for the epistemic justification 
in the human sciences, while Heidegger and Gadamer saw it 
as an existential category that mediates meaning and tradi-
tion (Gjesdal 2014, 305–307). To simplify, if for Dilthey the 
past was something we want to understand scientifically, for 
Heidegger and Gadamer historicity and tradition disclosed 
meanings for human existence. In this reading, Dilthey’s the-
ory was epistemological while Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s 
were primarily existential and ontological. 

The main motivation of Dilthey’s philosophical project in-
deed is to prove the possibility of scientific understanding in 
the human sciences. The epistemological questions, of how 
we can know anything about the sociocultural world or the 



Wilhelm Dilthey on Historical Understanding   161 
 

past, are at the forefront of his philosophy. For some, this 
might exactly be the advantage of Dilthey’s philosophy vis-à-
vis Heidegger and Gadamer. However, as I have tried to 
show in this paper, Dilthey’s philosophy of the human sci-
ences is not entirely reducible to epistemology. His theory of 
historicity is also ontological, and his rethinking of the think-
ing subject likewise precludes accusations of naïve objectiv-
ism. The difference between Dilthey and Heidegger and 
Gadamer is less systematic than the sharp distinction be-
tween methodological vs. ontological-philosophical herme-
neutics suggests. Rather, the difference comes down to their 
different philosophical interests and motivations, what kind 
of ideals guided their philosophical inquiry and what prob-
lems they were trying to answer.  

Dilthey tried to find a philosophically solid foundation for 
the human sciences and to explain how human-scientific and 
historical understanding is possible. However, again, 
Dilthey’s theory only really establishes the conditions of pos-
sibility for this understanding. The part and parcel of human-
scientific or historical understanding comes after that, it is the 
skilful interpretive engagement with empirical material. As 
such, it is not obvious why Dilthey’s theory would have to 
clash with the ontological hermeneutics of Heidegger and 
Gadamer. Apart from epistemology, Dilthey’s philosophy of 
the human sciences also includes a sophisticated social and 
historical ontology and an interesting theory of human agen-
cy.  
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A Note to “Meaning in Time” 
 

JAAKKO REINIKAINEN 
 

 
1. Introduction 

As the title suggests, this paper is something of a leftover – or 
perhaps a new branch – to my “Meaning in Time: on tem-
poral externalism and Kripkenstein’s skeptical challenge” 
(Reinikainen 2022).  In that work I essayed to portray my un-
derstanding of the skeptical challenge uncovered by Saul 
Kripke’s (1982) reading of Wittgenstein’s later works in a nut-
shell as to its nature and solution. Here, my task is to dig a 
little deeper into the key phrase of the earlier paper, namely 
the claim that meanings, facts grounding meaning facts, and 
ascriptions of meaning have an important historical dimen-
sion to them. These specifications are due not only to existing 
thoughts I could not fit into the earlier paper, but also due to 
conversations I had the pleasure to exchange in the Philo-
sophical Society of Finland 2022 colloquium in Oulu – espe-
cially with Teemu Tauriainen – to which I had the honor to 
contribute.1 

At bottom, I believe that the skeptical challenge is best un-
derstood as logical as opposed to metaphysical in nature. Yet 
certain metaphysics of meaning are more compatible with its 
conclusions than others. By “metaphysics of meaning” I mean 
primarily the question of what is the nature of meaning, as-
suming already that there are such things as meanings. In 
particular, the main contestation of this paper is that the 
causal-historical account of reference originating from Kripke 
(1980) and as developed by Michael Devitt (1996) is well-
suited to make sense of the somewhat esoteric-sounding ex-
pression “historicity of meaning”. In sum, we can explain the 
historicity of meanings by the historicity of the referents, for 

 
1 The paper also benefitted, especially in its clarity of exposition, from the 
insightful comments made by two anonymous referees. 
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meaning is (by its nature) an aspect of causal-historical refer-
ence. (Put more conservatively, that is one important proper-
ty of a word one can mean by “meaning”.) 

Initially I shall explicate the account on its “home-turf”, or 
in the case of proper names. The more programmatic purport 
of the paper, however, is to expand the account from proper 
names to other term types, most importantly natural kind 
terms, and ultimately to all terms. Perhaps that is an over-
reach already in programmatic terms, but if so, the failure 
will be all the more fruitful. 

The paper will proceed as follows. In the second section I 
shall briefly sketch the skeptical challenge as uncovered by 
Kripke, with focus paid on the claim that the challenge is best 
understood as “logical” as opposed to “metaphysical” in na-
ture. Although I purport to make the discussion self-
standing, I will make some use of the exposition launched in 
the earlier paper. 

The third section expounds on certain key features of De-
vitt’s (meta)semantic program as well as on the point of why 
it is naturally posed to explain the historicity of meaning, tak-
en as one major conclusion of the skeptical challenge. The 
core here is Devitt’s “shocking idea” that, given a broadly 
Fregean approach to meaning as well as semantic external-
ism, at least some meanings (i.e., modes of presentation of the 
referents) must be understood as causal-historical in nature. 
If true, this thought will naturally explain the historicity of 
meaning, I shall argue. In summary, the argument is this: 

(1.) Meanings (of proper names) are causal-historical modes of 
reference. 

(2.) Causal-historical modes of reference are temporal and exist 
in time. 

(3.) Hence, meanings (of proper names) are temporal and exist 
in time; they have a history. 

Historicity of meaning in this sense allows us to resolve the 
problem of finitude by understanding the facts that deter-
mine meaning facts as themselves temporal and finite in na-
ture. This lets us give up absolute determinacy of meaning, 
which is the pivot of the problem of finitude. 
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2. The Skeptical Challenge as a Logical Problem 

This section will briefly elaborate on the skeptical challenge 
about meaning as discovered by Kripke (1982). The exposi-
tion draws from my (2022); how exactly so will not be dis-
cussed in detail, but I trust that the reader will see the 
resemblance. 

In its “raw” form, i.e. the form in which Kripke chose to 
cast it (as a helpful guide to introductory classes on Wittgen-
stein!) the skeptical challenge asks us to explain in virtue of 
what facts is it the case that a subject, let’s call him Jones, who 
has up to a given moment learned to do addition with num-
bers less than 57, when asked to calculate “58 + 67”, should 
answer (given his previous training and intentions) “125” and 
not, say, “5”. That is to ask, what determines that Jones has 
up until now been following the addition function with his 
use of “+” as opposed to a seemingly arbitrary “quaddition” 
(“⊕”) function, according to which 

x ⊕ y = x + y, if x, y < 57 

= 5 otherwise. (Kripke 1982, 8–9.) 

There are three separate though interlinked problems from 
which the skeptical challenge consists of, at least according to 
the received view in the literature. These are called: the prob-
lem of finitude, the problem of error, and the problem of 
normativity. For the aims of this paper, it suffices to focus on 
the problem of finitude, which in any case I believe to be the 
most important problem as I will argue in my oncoming doc-
toral dissertation. 

The problem of finitude is intuitively graspable on the ba-
sis of the example. We can begin with the observation that, 
whatever fact it is that determines which function (if any) 
Jones is following, it must be a fact that is at least partially 
about Jones. Why is that? Because it is Jones’s arithmetical 
behavior that is under discussion. Even if it turned out to be 
the case that Jones is an adder by virtue of a divine decree, 
this decree would have to be about Jones for it to determine his 
behavior with the “+” sign. The second key observation is 
that Jones, ex hypothesi a normal human, is a finite being. He 
is only capable of exhibiting finite mathematical behavior, or 
finite dispositions to mathematical behavior. For example, he 
is not capable of calculating with very large numbers. 

It is important to be clear that the skeptical question con-
cerns Jones’s actual dispositional states and behavior, con-
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trasting these items with the logically possible states in which 
he alternatively, and incompatibly, can be in. The point of the 
problem of finitude is that because the actual item must be 
finite, it will always remain compatible with an indefinite 
number of alternative, mutually incompatible possible states 
in the sense of realizing any of them. The possible states can 
be formally rendered as functions, though following Wittgen-
stein, Kripke often calls them “rules” or just “meanings”. 
What Kripke calls the “straight” solution to the challenge 
must, among other things, explain in virtue of what fact 
Jones’s mathematical behavior is governed by one such 
unique rule (1982, 66). Strictly speaking it need not turn out 
that Jones is in fact an adder for the skeptical challenge to be 
solved: it could turn out that he is a quadder instead, though 
this would be surprising. So long as there is a determinate 
fact which he is, the challenge will have been solved. Related-
ly, the limit of 57 where addition is revealed to be quaddition 
is arbitrary and can be replaced with any number with which 
Jones has not ex hypothesi yet calculated with. 

In my “Kripkenstein semanttista realismia vastaan” 
[“Kripkenstein against semantic realism”] (Reinikainen 2021) 
I argued that semantic dispositionalism – perhaps the most 
popular straight solution candidate to the challenge – fails on 
the problem of finitude. The argument in “Meaning in Time” 
(2022) aimed to be more encompassing in claiming that there 
simply is no straight solution to the problem of finitude; it is 
an insoluble paradox. However, I also argued that the chal-
lenge turns into a paradox only against a certain assumption, 
which is not necessary, about the “rules” or “meanings” 
among which the skeptic demands determination. In particu-
lar, it is implicit in Kripke’s exposition that such rules or 
meanings must be “absolutely determined”. While the litera-
ture knows a number of definitions that plausibly fill the role, 
I continue to find Alexander Miller’s formulation as the most 
concise and helpful: 

In the case of a descriptive expression such as “+,” whatever fact 
that is proposed as making it the case that “+” means the addi-
tion function must be inconsistent with the hypothesis that “+” 
means some other function, such as quaddition. In the general-
ized version of the argument, which applies to both descriptive 
and non-descriptive language, this becomes: whatever fact that 
is proposed as making it the case that rule Ra is the rule govern-
ing Smith’s use of expression E must be inconsistent with the 
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hypothesis that the rule governing his use of E is Rb, where Ra 
and Rb are such that for some possible use Δ of E, Δ is correct ac-
cording to Ra but incorrect according to Rb. (Miller 2010, 460.) 

The main lesson of the skeptical challenge is that we should 
reject absolute determinacy of meanings, facts determining 
meaning facts, and meaning ascriptions. What this means is 
that the semantic values of expressions (e.g., the addition 
function for “+”, or the set of all tables for “table”) cannot be 
individuated by rules that would govern all logically possible 
applications of the expression such that it would be deter-
mined for every potential application whether it was correct 
or incorrect according to the rule. Although there is nothing, I 
don’t think, in the skeptical challenge that would forbid us 
from modeling semantic values theoretically (i.e. for the pur-
poses of descriptive semantics relying on model theory) as if 
they were absolutely determined, insofar as these models are 
applied to expressions as used in actual natural languages, 
they will always remain indeterminate due to the fact that the 
semantic values of actual expressions must be determined 
diachronically, or temporally, and are nowhere absolutely 
finished. 

What, then, does it mean for the meanings and reference of 
words to be “temporally determined”? While a full answer to 
that question will have to wait, here we can make some pro-
gress by looking at the idea in rough principle. In a somewhat 
extreme sense, temporal determination of meaning means 
that whether a given particular referent belongs to the exten-
sion of a given term is a temporal matter in the sense that it 
will have to be decided in time whether the referent belongs 
to the extension or not. 

This might seem wildly implausible: surely it is a different 
issue whether an object “fits” a standard (of reference) and 
whether we can know that it does. While knowing whether 
the animal in the bushes is correctly called a “dog” is some-
thing that happens in time, and must be decided in that 
sense, the issue of whether “dog” correctly applies to the 
thing in the bush is independent of epistemic issues, assum-
ing the usual meaning of “dog”. 

To get the point right, the indeterminacy with which the 
skeptical challenge trades does not (primarily) concern (i) the 
epistemic issue of whether and how we can know that a giv-
en object fits a given standard or not, nor (ii) that objects can 
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fit standards factually “by themselves”, i.e. independently of 
our beliefs and knowledge, but rather (iii) the point that what 
standard (semantic value) is selected by a token expression in 
context cannot everywhere be decided by a further standard. 
The way a rule is to be applied in practice cannot everywhere 
be settled by further rules, for these too would then require 
rules for their application etc. 

The logical nature of the problem of finitude means also 
that the arithmetical example is in no way special in kind. 
The same basic question can be raised wherever we have a 
standard of correctness of some kind, as I will next illustrate 
with an example. Consider that I am in the middle of pur-
chasing some dry goods that I have yet to see for myself, and 
make the following statement while measuring a length in 
the air between my index finger and thumb: 

If it is this long, I will buy it. 

Now, at the time of making the assertion, did I mean the dis-
tance as measured between the insides of my fingers or be-
tween the nails? (Assume for sake of argument that this 
comes to relevance later.) Plausibly, at the moment I did not 
explicitly intend one standard of length over the other. But is 
there still some other fact which might settle which length (or 
any number of other logically possible alternatives) was 
meant in the moment aside from my intentions? What kind of 
a fact could even in principle be suitable here? Psychological 
facts about humans, trade conventions, and other contextual 
matters might provide plausible answers. Ultimately it could 
nonetheless turn out that the issue is vague: there was no fact 
of the matter which length was the intended standard at the 
time of the utterance. Even if me and my trade partner later 
come to an agreement as to which length was meant, this as 
such does not mean that the matter was determined at the 
moment of utterance. 

I think one reason why Kripke chose to use addition as the 
paradigmatic example in his presentation was to avoid mix-
ing in the type of “mundane” or ordinary kind of indetermi-
nacy such as vagueness that we encounter, e.g., in lay 
measurement. To apply the problem of finitude proper in this 
case, we would first need to think of the standard used (i.e., 
the intended length) as having the form of a rule, in other 
words, a logical form. (To simplify, we can think of the “logi-
cal form” along Miller’s characterisation quoted above.) The 
logical form itself may contain vagueness of many sorts: the 
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rule may not specify whether the intended length is to be 
measured from inside my fingers or between the nails. How-
ever, the important point is that some possible lengths are 
intuitively excluded by this form containing vagueness. For 
example, it is not vague whether the intended length was the 
distance from my index finger to the tip of my nose, or to my 
toes, or to the Eiffel Tower. These lengths, we would say, are 
simply different standards governed by different rules, just 
like quaddition is a different standard from addition even 
though they share the same “input” (in the length case, my 
index finger). The problem of finitude arises precisely when 
we ask what facts exclude these alternative standards in the 
context of the utterance. The eventual point is to see that no 
“finite, temporal” fact can carry out this task. 

That we don’t ordinarily think that most possible stand-
ards need to be excluded to begin with to ensure smooth in-
teraction is not an objection to the skeptic, which precisely 
goes to show that the problem is logical in nature. The skepti-
cal challenge targets the assumption that our words and ex-
pressions, or even bodily gestures, in order to be meaningful, 
must select unique standards in the way of absolute determi-
nacy, in which case it is always possible to raise the alterna-
tive possible standards. If the standard that is selected in 
context for the truth (or more generically “semantic correct-
ness”) of an utterance token must determine an infinite parti-
tion of correct-incorrect possible applications of the term 
while excluding an indefinite number of other partitions, 
there is no fact of the matter which standard is ever uniquely 
selected in a given actual context, simply because every actu-
al context is finite. 

This brief recapitulation was not meant to provide a fool-
proof argument, merely an illustration of the motivation for 
taking the problem of finitude seriously. In the fourth section, 
assuming that thoughts along these lines can be defended 
through various objections, I shall examine how Devitt’s 
causal-historical account of reference can explain “historicity 
of meaning”; before that, the next section will provide a short 
introduction to Devitt’s relevant ideas. 
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3. Devitt’s Shocking Idea about Meaning 

Behold: 

The Shocking Idea. The meanings of some words, including 
names and natural kind words, are causal modes of reference 
that are partly external to the head. (Devitt 2001, 477.) 

Why is the idea “shocking”, exactly? Or rather, whom is it 
likely to shock (or at any rate, mildly displease)? For one, it is 
shocking to anyone who thinks all meanings must be descrip-
tive, or “in the head” of the speaker and her audience. It is 
shocking to anyone who thinks that meanings, as theoretical 
terms, must be ontologically distinct from empirical or obser-
vational terms. In the following I shall say a few words to 
alleviate these shocks, then go over Devitt’s elaborations of 
his account as well as motivations for it.2 

The first cause of shocked-ness is due to the familiar inter-
nalism-externalism debate in philosophy of language. Briefly, 
while internalists think that the referents of words are deter-
mined only by properties (or other items) internal to the 
speaker, externalists think that at least the referents of some 
words are determined by properties (or other items) that are 
external to the speaker. The causal-historical theory of refer-
ence advocated by Devitt identifies the external properties as 
causal-historical chains of “borrowing” and “grounding” that 
circulate in the speech community. It is worthwhile to point 
out, as Devitt does (1996, 162), that supposing one accepts a) 
externalism and b) the Fregean idea of meanings as modes of 
reference, one has no choice but to accept, ceteris paribus, the 
shocking idea. For if the meaning of a word is whatever de-
termines reference, and if the referents of some words are 
determined by causal-historical chains of reference, then it 
follows that the meanings of some words are causal-historical 
chains of reference. 

This note is too short to even summarize reasons for why 
one should (not) buy into either externalism or the Fregean 

 
2 There are other reasons to find the idea shocking that I will not touch on 
here. One such is the thought that meanings must offer normative reasons 
to use words one way rather than another, combined with the sentiment 
that merely empirical facts like causal-historical chains of reference are 
unfit to serve as genuine reasons for action or belief. Another is “direct 
reference theory”, which states that proper names have no meaning at all, 
causal or descriptive. 
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approach to meaning, but I think that since both commit-
ments are reasonable by themselves, that alone should take 
some edge off the shockingness of the shocking idea. How 
about the idea that, since meanings are (quite clearly) theoret-
ical terms, and since the causal-historical chains are (at least 
in some sense) observable, we cannot identify the former 
with the latter? To be clear, I do not actually know of any ob-
jections to Devitt along these lines, but since I think it could 
be a natural remark to make, I want to give one reason how 
to deal with it. 

To begin with, “meaning” is very clearly a theoretical term 
in the sense that we posit them in various theories for explan-
atory purposes. Some of the purposes include explaining ob-
servable effects like intentional behavior. However, this 
neutral observation as such does not forbid the identification 
of “meanings” in some observational vocabulary; in other 
words, there is no problem in “meaning” having both theo-
retical and observational uses. This would only be a problem 
under the assumption that there is an ontological difference 
between theoretical and observational terms such that the 
referents of theoretical terms exist in a different sense than 
the referents of observational terms do. But as Robert Bran-
dom has argued, this is often not (if at all) the case. Rather, 
the difference between theoretical and observational terms is 
epistemic (or “methodological”) in nature: 

Understood thus methodologically, the status of an object as 
theoretical or observable can change over time. When Pluto was 
first postulated, it was as a theoretical entity about which we 
could know only by making inferences from perturbations in 
the orbit of Neptune. With improvements in telescopy, looking 
at the calculated position of the hypothetical planetoid yielded 
the first observations of Pluto. It became, for the first time, ob-
servable. But it did not change ontological status; only its rela-
tion to us changed. Astronomers had been referring to the same 
planetoid, and knew things about it such as its orbit and mass, 
before it became observable—and would have done even if it 
had never become observable. A comparable story could be told 
about Mendelian genes. (Brandom 2015, 60.) 

I see no prima facie reason why this thought could not be ap-
plied to meanings as causal-historical chains. Although the 
sense in which such chains are “observable” is a topic in and 
on itself, the fact that there is a persuasive reason to interpret 
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the theoretical-observational split non-ontologically is 
enough to shave some of the shockingness of the shocking 
idea, which claims that some meanings are “empirical” 
broadly speaking. 

Now, onto Devitt’s account about meanings as causal-
historical chains in the case of proper names. To start off, the 
account as rendered here is mostly programmatic and thus 
scant in detail; in Coming to Our Senses (1996, 163) Devitt calls 
it “illustrative theory” (IT). But IT should suffice here to ren-
der the general idea clearly enough. 

IT consists of three main parts which I will first roughly 
sketch, based mostly on Devitt (1996): 

Grounding. Following Kripke’s lead, a proper name becomes 
first glued to its referent via an “initial baptism”, which is the in-
tentional act of using the name to refer to the (usually observa-
tionally present) object. Although baptism is a form of 
intentional action, the link that determines reference is causal 
and not descriptive in kind, although it is possible that some de-
scriptive intentions are necessary for determinate baptism to oc-
cur at least in case of natural kind terms. One of Devitt’s original 
ideas is the possibility of “multiple grounding”: the first link in 
the chain of reference is not privileged in any way, but rather 
the grounding of a name should be understood as a continuous, 
prolonged process which may also ensue in reference-change. 

Borrowing. Once the name has been (multiply) grounded, it can 
be borrowed from speakers who have been in causal contact 
with the referent to those who have not been in such contact and 
borrowed further from those speakers. While borrowing also is 
a form of intentional action, the key point is that it does not de-
pend on the speaker or the hearer to have in mind a description 
(e.g., a belief) which singles out the referent necessarily and/or 
sufficiently. 

Mental processing of D-chains. While the first part deals with the 
speakers’ relation to the referents, and the second part with 
speakers’ relations to each other, the third part deals with what 
goes on inside individual speakers’ heads when they refer by 
proper names. In schematic terms, the “D-chains” (designation-
chains) are stored in the mental system under different type-files 
that must meet at least four criteria. (i) the files must be able to 
distinguish between physically (e.g., phonetically) distinct to-
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kens of names; (ii) the files must be able to distinguish between 
physically identical yet referentially distinct tokens of names; 
(iii) the files must be able to distinguish between physically dis-
tinct yet referentially identical tokens of names; (iv) the files 
must be able to distinguish between physically identical and 
referentially identical tokens of names.3 

It goes without saying that a lot more would have to be said 
to make IT a respectable philosophical (let alone empirical) 
theory about names and naming. However, my next task is to 
argue how IT is compatible with the rejection of absolute de-
terminacy and endorsement of historicity of meaning dis-
cussed in the previous section. With that purpose in mind, I 
shall say a few more words about grounding specifically, but 
otherwise the development of IT will be left for future work. 
 
4. Why the Causal-Historical Account Explains 
Historicity of Meaning 

Bareboned, the thesis that meanings have history (the “histo-
ricity of meaning”) means that present uses of a word type 
depend for their meaning on earlier uses. According to a 
(broadly) Fregean theory, one property of a word denoted by 
its “meaning” is its mode of presentation of the referent, and 
one theoretical job of meanings is to determine the referent of 
a word. Putting these together, earlier uses of a term partly 
determine the meaning (i.e., mode of presentation) of the 
term in the present by determining what referent the term 
has had in the past. For example, the reason why the past us-
es of the name “N.N.” determine (in part) the meaning (and 
thereby the reference) of “N.N.” in the present is that the pre-
sent mode of presentation of N.N. by “N.N.” depends on the 
past modes of presentation of N.N by “N.N.”, which depend 
on past uses all the way down to the original use. And the 

 
3 The fourth criterion may seem strange, and it certainly is a rarity, but it 
is still a possibility which IT should be able to account for. Devitt provides 
as an example a Batman-style scenario where the person was known in 
both of his lifeworlds by the physically same name, say “Bruce”, without 
this double-life being generally known (1996, 167). Evidence that subjects 
would still file these names differently is that they would intuitively be-
have differently in relation to tokens of “Bruce-AKA-Batman” and 
“Bruce-AKA-the-billionaire”, even when these persons were in fact the 
same, supposing it was generally not known that they were. 



178   Jaakko Reinikainen 
 
reason why they so depend on is that the present mode of 
presentation of N.N. just is in relevant parts the same as the 
past mode of presentation, namely the name “N.N.” and the 
network of D-chains that underlie it. 

The important point, then, is this. Devitt’s causal-historical 
account explains historicity of meaning (at least in the case of 
proper names) by the simple fact that later links in the D-
chain of a word depend for their existence and nature on the 
earlier links. Since the network of D-chains forms the mode of 
presentation of the name’s referent, and because the mode of 
presentation is one property which can be identified as a 
word’s meaning, it follows that present tokenings of a name 
depend on earlier ones for their reference and meaning. Thus, 
the account is compatible with the historicity of meaning – in 
fact, vindicates it. 

Is IT also compatible with the rejection of absolute deter-
minacy? I see no fundamental problem in interpreting it this 
way. As we saw in section 2, the skeptical challenge is pri-
marily a logical problem that has to do with exclusion of al-
ternative semantic values for a given token expression. The 
type of expression as such is irrelevant; we could equally well 
pose the challenge to a given proper name, say “Kripke”, and 
ask in virtue of what fact does “Kripke” mean (or refer to) 
Kripke and not Kripnam, where “Kripnam” means (refers to) 
the disjunctive set “Kripke or Putnam”.4 However, according 
to IT, what the referent of a name is is in principle an empiri-
cal question, not a logical problem. There is more to be said 
here, but the key point is that for IT, since meanings of proper 
names are at bottom empirical, the question whether e.g., 
“Kripke” means Kripke or Kripnam, while always logically 
available to be asked, is no more troublesome than the ques-
tion whether “London” and “Londres” refer to the same city 
or not. The crucial point concerns the description of ground-
ing uses and intentions. If IT can explain how grounding uses 
work without appealing to atemporal facts, like facts about 
truth conditions of the grounding intentions, then it will be 
able to avoid the problem of finitude, for then facts ground-
ing meaning facts will not have the problematic logical form 
of rules. 

This “solution” to the skeptical solution is fundamentally 
not “straight” in the sense that it would take the skeptical 
question at face value and then provide an answer to it. As I 

 
4 The example is from Colin McGinn (1984). 
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argued in my (2022) (mostly following Martin Kusch’s lead, 
cf. Kusch 2006), there is no straight solution to the skeptical 
challenge because the skeptical challenge is at bottom a suc-
cessful reductio ad absurdum argument against a certain philo-
sophical picture of language and meaning, part of which 
includes commitment to absolute determinacy. Once we give 
up absolute determinacy, we thereby “solve” the skeptical 
challenge (or at least the problem of finitude) by granting one 
of its main points as correct; the point being, there is no real 
logical problem to begin with, only an empirical one. 

Of course, assuming this solution is valid, nothing much 
has been solved yet as regards how names actually work. 
Overcoming the skeptical challenge is not the end of prob-
lems; it only makes it possible to see true problems clearly. 
For the rest of this note, my aim is to say a few words on the 
grounding part of IT and how it needs to be adjusted in view 
of historicity of meaning and rejection of absolute determina-
cy. What is first needed is a robust account of referential in-
tentions, which play an important role in the grounding of 
names and other terms, not to mention in their borrowing. To 
this effect, in the next section I shall look at an interesting 
proposal by Mario Gómez Torrente. 

 
5. Empirical and Logical Indeterminacy 

A central lesson of the skeptical challenge that I have focused 
on is that the price for avoiding absolute indeterminacy 
words (i.e., the conclusion that no word has no determinate 
meaning whatsoever) is to give up absolute determinacy of 
words. This is another way of saying that there is no straight 
solution to the skeptical challenge and the problem of 
finitude in particular. 

The correct follow-up, then, is to embrace indeterminacy in 
how the meanings of our words are determined. This is, in 
essence, the strategy that Gómez-Torrente has advocated in-
dependently of the skeptical challenge: 

I seek to provide a strong anti-descriptivist consideration about 
reference fixing for names and demonstratives, based on cases 
of referential indeterminacy, that has not, to my knowledge, 
been exploited in the previous literature on the topic. I then de-
velop an account of reference fixing for these expressions which 
is compatible with antidescriptivism and which embraces the 
idea, hinted at by Kripke and others, that the relevant reference 
fixing conventions need not provide necessary and sufficient 
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conditions for reference, but only imprecise roughly sufficient 
conditions for reference and reference failure. (2019, vii.) 

There are two interrelated kinds of “referential indetermina-
cy” that are important to Gómez-Torrente’s overall argument: 
indeterminacy over the success or failure of a given referen-
tial act and indeterminacy over what is being referred to by a 
given referential act. (To specify, at least in my terminology a 
referential act “fails” in the sense that it refers to nothing, not 
that it would refer to something else than what the speaker 
intended; the latter could be called “misreference” for con-
venience.) Next, I shall briefly exemplify how this kind of 
indeterminacy fits well with the shocking idea and historicity 
of meaning. 

First an example of indeterminate referential success or 
failure in case of a proper name, inherited from Naming and 
Necessity: 

If [ . . .] the teacher uses the name ‘George Smith ’—a man by 
that name is actually his next door neighbor—and says that 
George Smith first squared the circle, does it follow from this 
that the students have a false belief about the teacher’s neigh-
bor? The teacher doesn’t tell them that Smith is his neighbor, nor 
does he believe Smith first squared the circle. He isn’t particular-
ly trying to get any belief about the neighbor into the students’ 
heads. He tries to inculcate the belief that there was a man who 
squared the circle, but not a belief about any particular man—he 
just pulls out the first name that occurs to him—as it happens, 
he uses his neighbor’s name. It doesn’t seem clear in that case 
that the students have a false belief about the neighbor, even 
though there is a causal chain going back to the neighbor. (Krip-
ke 1980, 95–96.) 

Citing this example, Gómez-Torrente agrees with Kripke(‘s 
assumed view) that whether or not the pupils’ use “George 
Smith” fails or succeeds to refer to George Smith is indeter-
minate in view of a competent speaker’s linguistic intuitions 
(Gómez-Torrente 2019, 73). 

Second, an example of indeterminacy of what is being re-
ferred to in case of a proper name: 

For another example, turn to the above (historically inaccurate) 
story often attributed to Evans. In the story, when Marco Polo 
inherits the name “Madagascar” he has both the intention of re-
ferring to whatever the Arab or Malay sailors referred to and the 
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intention of referring to the island now known as “Madagascar 
”; these conflict, for they lead to different objects. At this point, it 
seems as if neither of those two referential intentions overrides 
the other, and it is intuitively uncertain whether “Madagascar,” 
as a matter of what the reference fixing conventions determine, 
refers to either thing in the mouth of Marco Polo. (Of course, 
there must be a later time in the history of the transmission of 
the name (according to the story) in which “Madagascar” begins 
to refer to the island in the mouth of normal speakers.) (Gómez-
Torrente 2019, 74.) 

The comfort brought by the rejection of absolute determinacy 
is that we need not be philosophically uneased by these re-
sults. The empirical world is rife with indeterminacy, and 
naming is simply a part of the empirical world. There is no 
logical reason why these matters would necessarily have to be decid-
ed one way or another. That is one of the lessons of the skeptical 
challenge. 

There is a ready objection to be made here. It is more plau-
sible to grant that singular acts of reference by a proper name 
may be indeterminate at the intuitive level, but how could the 
very grounding, or the matter of bifurcation, of a name be in-
determinate? Well, in the majority of cases where the referent 
is an individual there is no relevant indeterminacy present at 
the intuitive level; every competent speaker agrees who is the 
referent of “Saul Kripke”.5 The key point is that the kind of 
indeterminacy showcased in the examples presented here is 
“empirical” in a broad sense, not “logical” in the sense of the 
skeptical challenge. It is in the implicit parameters of the ex-
amples that most logically possible alternatives are excluded 
at the intuitive level. To think that behind the intuitions and 
the causal chains there must be a logically unique solution, 
formulable in the manner of Miller’s scheme, is to succumb to 
the idea of absolute determinacy. Although in most cases the 
referent of a proper name referring to an individual will not 
be indeterminate or experience bifurcations, the empirical 
possibility is always there due to the simple complexity of the 
causal world. But there is no further worry about indetermi-
nacy in the sense of the skeptical challenge because meaning 
(at least in the case of proper names) is at bottom empirical, 
not logical, in nature. 
 

 
5 But cf. the examples in Gómez-Torrente (2019, 75–76). 
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6. Conclusions 

It is hard to say which is a more complicated phenomenon: 
the human linguistic classificatory system or the world which 
it tries to classify. Arguably what is most complicated of all is 
the combination of the two in reality. From this perspective it 
is somewhat surprising to find that a common descriptivist 
objection to the causal-historical account of reference is that it 
leaves the reference of many terms (most importantly natural 
kind terms) too indeterminate. In contrast, Gómez-Torrente 
(2019, 45). argues that a big problem for descriptivist theories 
of reference determination is precisely their aim to give nec-
essary and sufficient conditions for determination, against the 
evidence of intuitions. 

So, if we understand referential indeterminacy as a feature 
of the phenomenon under study as opposed to a bug of the 
causal-historical theory, then it will turn out that Devitt’s 
shocking idea is a much more palatable proposal for under-
standing the nature of meaning even in case of natural kind 
terms and many others. In fact, the shocking idea works as a 
partial explanation for why kind-term reference is ridden 
with indeterminacy: because the causal D-chains themselves 
are so complicated. 

This note sought to expand on some of the themes of its 
parent paper, most importantly what to make of the esoteric-
sounding phrase “historicity of meaning”. A demystifying 
virtue of the causal-historical account is that it is able, I be-
lieve, to explain the historicity of meanings by the historicity 
of the referents, for meaning is an aspect of causal-historical 
reference.  
 

Tampere University  
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Temporal Nature of Philosophy and the 
Concept of Duration in the Philosophical 

Method of Henri Bergson 
 

KATARIINA LIPSANEN 
 

 
This article explores the temporal nature of philosophy and 
the concept of duration (durée) in Henri Bergson’s (1859–1941) 
philosophical methodology. The aim is to examine how time, 
particularly the concept of duration, is present in Bergson’s 
philosophical approach and his understanding of the nature 
of philosophy itself. The analysis primarily relies on Berg-
son’s works, including Creative Mind (1934), Mind-Energy 
(1920), and his 1916 speech delivered at the student residence 
in Madrid1, while utilizing the definition of duration found in 
Time and Free Will and Duration and Simultaneity. The focus is 
on the role of duration in Bergson’s methodology and the re-
sulting implications for the nature of philosophy. I will ex-
emplify the practical application of the concept of duration 
with examples especially from Creative Evolution.  

Although there have been limited studies on the role of 
duration in Bergson’s philosophical methodology, there exist 
works that explore duration and its relationship with intui-
tion, which Bergson defines as his method. This distinction 
between intuition and methodology is necessary here, since 
in Bergson’s writings intuition has also a strong association to 
a type of intellectual capability comparable to intelligence.2 

 
1 Cf. "Discours prononcé à la résidence des étudiants" in Mélanges (1972). 
2 In my perspective, the distinction between the two is not definitively 
clear-cut, as intuition, in fact, encompasses both aspects. However, due to 
the diverse nature of the concept, it is essential to acknowledge that a 
study solely focused on intuition does not automatically equate to an in-
depth exploration of Bergson's methodology. More on this distinction cf. 
(Lipsanen 2021). 
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And while duration and intuition have been much studied 
attempts to reconstruct Bergson’s method are scarce. This 
article is part of an effort to create this type of structured 
model of the Bergsonian method to make it available for cur-
rent philosophical study. Very helpful for my study have 
been the studies by Jean-Louis Vieillard-Baron and Leonard 
Lawlor (2010) on intuition and duration but also studies by 
David Lapoujade (2018) and Dimitri Tellier (2008) that have 
provided support for my methodological interpretations.  

 
Concept of duration and spatialized time 

The nature of time holds a significant position in Bergson’s 
philosophy, a subject he already delves into in his first doc-
toral dissertation, Time and Free Will. Throughout this work, 
Bergson consistently revisits the notion that the root cause of 
numerous classical philosophical dilemmas lies in the confla-
tion of quality and quantity. One example he explores in Time 
and Free Will is Zenon’s paradox of Achilles and the tortoise. 
Bergson contends that this paradox stems from a confusion 
between motion and space, which, by extension, leads to a 
flawed comprehension of the essence of time:  

Why does Achilles outstrip the tortoise? Because each of Achil-
les’ steps and each of the tortoise’s steps are indivisible acts on 
so far as they are motions, and are different magnitudes in so for 
as they are space.[…] This is what Zeno leaves out of account 
when he reconstructs the movement of Achilles according to the 
same law as the movement of tortoise forgetting that space 
alone can be divided and put together in any way we like, and 
thus confusing space with motion. (Bergson 2001, 113–114.) 

This confusion, specifically, enables the paradox to arise. In-
stead of perceiving movement as an indivisible act, it is re-
duced to space and reconstructed through uniform 
immobilities. According to Bergson, motion itself lacks ho-
mogeneity, and any appearance of homogeneity is only 
found in the space it traverses (Bergson 2001 115, 140–221).  
This tendency to equate quality with quantity, as Bergson 
argues, is prevalent in our everyday lives and is inherent in 
the very nature of human understanding. Bergson observes 
how sensations such as pain, for instance, possess an intensi-
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ty that can only be quantified by external factors unrelated to 
the pain itself. Our consciousness perceives pain as greater if 
it affects a larger portion of our body or if it is accompanied 
by additional sensations like nausea or heavy breathing. It is 
through the number of body parts affected or the additional 
sensations accompanying the pain that our consciousness 
grasps pain as a quantity. According to Bergson, pain in itself 
is a quality (Bergson 2001, 35–38).  

For Bergson this indicates that the human mind has a ten-
dency quantify qualities, often resulting in the complete ne-
glect or initial unawareness of the original quality. The 
human mind brushes the immediate impression to the side 
and an intellectualized impression takes precedence (Bergson 
2001, 90). This happens because the human mind tends to 
intellectualize and with our sensations, this happens almost 
instantly. In this process, quality is transformed into a form 
that the human mind can measure. (Bergson 2001, 39, 42–43, 
48–49.) In Creative Evolution, Bergson argues that this tenden-
cy to intellectualize stems from the evolution of human intel-
ligence. Our minds are oriented towards tool fabrication, and 
the spatialization and quantification of qualities are merely 
extensions of this inherent habit (Bergson 2001, 139). Once 
this spatialization or quantification has been done, the quali-
ties become our tools. 

The very same tendency of the human mind extends not 
only to our everyday impressions but also to more complex 
concepts, including the notion of time. According to Bergson, 
what we commonly refer to as time is fundamentally no dif-
ferent from our concept of space. Rather than understanding 
time on its own terms, it is comprehended solely in terms of 
space (Bergson 2001, 113–114, 181–183; 2007, 4). This results 
in a spatialized conception of time. But what does “spatial-
ized time” mean? It implies that time is perceived as some-
thing measurable, a homogeneous continuum that can be 
divided into units and represented as a timeline(Bergson 
1965, 57; 2001, 98). Bergson’s central concern with this under-
standing of time is that it presupposes that the time under 
discussion has already passed, at least theoretically. Even 
when discussing future events, if time is depicted as a time-
line, this representation implies that time has already been 
determined—it already has an endpoint (Bergson 2007, 2–3). 
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This presumed givenness of time, which forms the basis of 
our understanding, further influences the philosophical ques-
tions we attempt to address. 

In Time and Free Will, Bergson argues that the debate on 
free will, encompassing perspectives such as determinism 
and indeterminism, is rooted in a flawed spatial understand-
ing of time. This spatial conception reduces the question of 
free will to a mere inquiry into whether a choice between 
predetermined options was genuinely a choice. This limited 
perspective eliminates the possibility of unexpectedness or 
the emergence of entirely new solutions (Bergson 2007, 8.) 
After these criticisms, Bergson’s own solution might seem 
rather unsatisfactory. He asserts that ”freedom is the relation 
of the concrete self to the act it performs,” yet he acknowl-
edges that this relation is ultimately “indefinable” (Bergson 
2001, 219). According to Bergson, when we analyze our sup-
posed free actions, we inadvertently convert their duration 
into extensity. The indefinability of the relation between the 
concrete self and the act arises precisely because of our free-
dom. Bergson argues that any attempt to provide a positive 
definition of freedom would ultimately result in the triumph 
of determinism (Bergson 2001, 220). He posits that a truly free 
act is one that cannot be predicted, and any effort to analyze 
the conditions and antecedents of an act, as well as their con-
nection to the act itself, inherently disregards the continuous 
flow of time. Such analysis treats both time and the act as 
events that have already transpired. 

In short in Time and Free Will Bergson finds that human 
mind has a tendency spatialize, leading to conceptions such 
as determinism and indeterminism that rely on a spatialized 
notion of time. This general and the common conception of 
time can be useful in many instances, even necessary to many 
fields of science (Bergson 1965, 56–57; 2007, 3–4). However, 
Bergson argues that this conception is inadequate for philos-
ophy and its aims, as it fails to capture the true essence of 
time (Bergson 1965, 65). Spatialized time, according to Berg-
son, is a reconstruction formulated by human intelligence, 
transforming time into a model of space for instrumental 
purposes (Bergson 1965, 57). Human comprehension, as well 
as science itself, necessitates the use of time as a tool.  The 
purpose of science is to present the world in a manner that 
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enables us to act upon it. It predicts and measures, so we can 
best utilize it (Bergson 2007, 25–26).  

While science relies on time as a tool, Bergson argues that 
philosophy is concerned with exploring the true essence of 
time itself.3 Bergson’s concept of duration presents a concep-
tualization of non-spatialized non-intellectualized real time. 
According to Bergson, our conceptions should be founded on 
our immediate experience (cf. Bergson 2001, 126–128). Berg-
son describes duration as the lived experience of time within 
ourselves, likening it to a flowing melody (Bergson 1965, 44; 
2001, 100–101). It represents an ongoing continuity, character-
ized by constant movement and change, where individual 
moments can only be artificially separated. Just as a melody 
cannot be fully grasped by isolated notes, duration is under-
stood by experiencing moments in a continuous succession 
(Bergson 1965, 49, 52). Real time, or duration, cannot be re-
duced to discrete units; it is an uninterrupted and heteroge-
neous flow.  

The key differences between duration and spatialized time 
in their nature. Duration is a continuous and heterogeneous 
movement of change, while spatialized time is a homogene-
ous line that is considered already given, capable of being 
divided into measurable parts (Bergson 1965, 49). Real time is 
grounded in our immediate experience, whereas spatialized 
time is a reconstruction fabricated by human intelligence. 

Duration has then an evident connection to the human 
mind. In Bergson’s own words, duration no doubt unites or 
fuses into the continuity of our inner life (Bergson 1965, 44). 
Our immediate experience of time is rooted in the very conti-
nuity of our consciousness – without consciousness, there is 
no duration (Bergson 1965, 48). Memory is intrinsically linked 
to duration, as our perception of continuity and change relies 
on our ability to distinguish the past from the present and 
establish connections between them (cf. Bergson 1965, 44, 48–
49). Without memory, our conscience would be in a sense 
reborn every moment, completely ignorant of the past. And 
there would be nothing to us except the present (Bergson 
1965, 48; 2007, 137–138). These facts may appear self-evident, 

 
3 It should be noted that for Bergson philosophy is not a science and that 
these fields of knowledge are different by nature.  
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but they elucidate the central role of consciousness in under-
standing the concept of duration. Our mind or spirit (esprit) 
is, by nature, duration – indivisible continuity of change – 
and it is the duration that is most familiar to us.  

But what relevance does this have for the nature of philos-
ophy and Bergson’s philosophical method? In his work Crea-
tive Mind, Bergson expresses, ”These conclusions on the 
subject of duration were, as it seemed to me, decisive. Step by 
step they led me to raise intuition to the level of a philosophi-
cal method“ (Bergson 2007, 18). Here, Bergson refers to the 
conclusions he reached while working on his doctoral disser-
tation. He was taken aback by the supposed conceptions of 
time found in the philosophical systems of sciences and some 
positivist thinkers, particularly Herbert Spencer in this case.  

In his studies and later during his doctorate, Bergson was 
interested especially in Spencer’s evolution, creativity, and 
progress-oriented thinking, but also the manner of his study. 
For Bergson, Spencer seemed to base his philosophy more 
directly on impressions of things and follow the facts more 
closely than any other philosopher. (Bergson 2007, 2; Verdeau 
2007, 364–366.) One of the central ideas in Spencer’s work, 
The First Principles (1862), was to observe how the universe 
becomes increasingly heterogeneous and differentiated from 
a previously homogeneous state, placing evolution at the core 
of Spencer’s philosophy (Weinstein 2019). Bergson believed 
that The First Principles fell short in its understanding of me-
chanics, and he desired to follow Spencer’s path, almost redo-
ing Spencer’s work with special attention to this particular 
detail. However, as he began this work, he noted the prob-
lems of spatialized time as demonstrated above: it discards 
the time itself and measures something else, namely, the spa-
tialized representation of time. (Bergson 2007, 2–3.)  

The search for the real time led Bergson to develop this 
new method that he termed intuition. Interestingly, the dis-
covery of duration and intuition occurred almost simultane-
ously for Bergson, even though he fully articulated his own 
conception of intuition much later.4 Based on Bergson’s de-

 
4 This is mentioned for example by Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze 1988, 13). 
Despite this, in Time and Free Will Bergson mentions intuition at least once 
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scriptions of intuition, a reference to a direct immediate vi-
sion in the context of duration already suggests that some 
idea of intuition was already present early on (Bergson 2007, 
2–3). Bergson tries to dissociate his conception of intuition 
from the history of the concept, mentioning Schelling and 
Schopenhauer by name (Bergson 2007, 18). He emphasizes 
that the object of intuition is a primary reason for differentiat-
ing his concept from others, as intuition is often historically 
associated with grasping eternal ideas or principles. Bergson 
describes the initial use of his method as follows:  

I had chosen first of all to try out my method on the problem of 
liberty. In so doing I should be getting back into the flow of the 
inner life, of which philosophy seemed to me too often to retain 
only the hardened outer shell. (Bergson 2007, 15.) 

For Bergson, Time and Free Will was the first attempt at reana-
lyzing some of the classical problems of philosophy with his 
newly discovered conception of duration.  

 
Bergson’s methodology 

Now, shifting our focus to Bergson’s methodology itself, I 
will begin by providing a general overview and then delve 
into the role of duration within this process. Based on my 
analysis, Bergson’s philosophical method can be seen as 
comprising two distinct moments. The first moment is scien-
tific in nature, while the second, as stated by Bergson himself, 
is truly philosophical (Bergson 1972, 1197).  

In the first moment of his methodology, the philosopher 
immerses himself in the latest research conducted in the sci-
entific field relevant to the topic at hand (Bergson 1972, 1197). 
For example, if we are interested in the nature of life, we 
should familiarize ourselves with evolutionary biology. If, on 
the other hand, we are interested in conscience or memory, 
we should focus on psychology or neurology, for example. 
This demonstrates Bergson’s aspiration to adhere to scientific 
facts as closely as possible in a Spencerian manner. 

 
in a way that clearly illustrates the effort to grasp our immediate impres-
sions (Bergson 2001, 114).  
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In Bergson’s view, science and philosophy have different 
goals. Science does not fully grasp what philosophy aims for. 
Science, or intelligence, is focused on measurement, spatiali-
zation, and the creation of typologies and categories (Bergson 
1965, 48). It aims to intellectualize its objects and make them 
useful and accessible for future actions. We are not dealing 
with reality as such, but rather with the version of reality that 
our human intelligence can grasp. According to Bergson, phi-
losophy, on the other hand, is interested in the essence and 
nature of objects as such. (Bergson 2007, 18–19; 102–103.) It is 
then clear that simply taking facts from the scientists is not 
enough. 

Our philosophical inquiry commences by delving into the 
pertinent scientific disciplines and thoroughly examining 
their research, acquiring proper directions for the study. Alt-
hough Bergson’s explanations regarding this process are lim-
ited, his work Mind-Energy suggests that science does not 
merely provide us with these guidelines; instead, it falls upon 
the philosopher to identify and interpret them. Bergson also 
implies that this process specifically involves recognizing in-
clinations present within scientific studies. In Mind-Energy, 
Bergson exemplifies the formulation of these guidelines 
through his lecture on the relationship between life and con-
sciousness, as well as the function of consciousness in living 
beings. As consciousness operates through the brain in hu-
man beings, Bergson initiates his analysis by examining the 
function of the brain within the nervous system. He empha-
sizes that while certain reactions to external stimuli involve 
the brain, there are numerous instances where the nervous 
impulse bypasses the brain and directly travels to the spinal 
cord. Bergson contends that the brain’s involvement arises 
when a choice is required rather than an automatic response. 
By considering this and various other facts, we arrive at the 
conclusion that the brain is an organ of choice (Bergson 1920, 
11–12). Ultimately, Bergson argues that consciousness em-
bodies freedom and creativity in the evolutionary process of 
life, and the brain, as an organ of choice, serves as an early 
indication of this discovery. 

The directions derived from scientific studies do not lead 
us directly to the truth. They provide us with guidance and 
point us in the right direction, but alone they are insufficient. 
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Bergson appears to view coherence or convergence of facts as 
the criterion for determining the correctness of the direction.  

In short, we possess even now a certain number of lines of facts 
which do not go as far as we want, but which we can prolong 
hypothetically. […] Each, taken apart, will lead us only to a con-
clusion which is simply probable; but taking them all together, 
they will, by their convergence, bring before us such an accumu-
lation of probabilities that we shall feel on the road to certitude. 
(Bergson 1920, 4, emphasis added.) 

Philosophical knowledge and its methodological process rely 
on coherence and the gradual accumulation of probability for 
their validity and credibility. The outcomes of philosophical 
investigations are inherently speculative, and it is not possi-
ble to assert absolute certainty in our studies. Bergson does 
not specify the reason for the speculative nature, but it can be 
assumed that it arises from two factors. Firstly, the progress 
of science provides valuable information that can be drawn 
upon for philosophical studies. Secondly, the utilization of 
intuition and the application of duration to elaborate on sci-
entific knowledge are not without uncertainty. Bergson as-
serts that philosophy, similar to the sciences, should be 
progressive and self-correcting, with subsequent philoso-
phers building upon the work of their predecessors and in-
corporating new information they have acquired. (Bergson 
1920, 1–4.) 

Once we have acquired insights from the sciences regard-
ing our subject of interest and outlined the general frame-
work of our study, we must address the remaining gap, as 
the first moment alone does not lead us directly to the truth. 
It is in the second moment of the method, the distinctively 
philosophical phase, that duration and intuition come into 
play. Regarding duration, its significance in the philosophical 
method can be illustrated through the following two quotes 
from Bergson:  

[L]et us in a word become accustomed to see all things sub specie 
durationis […] (Bergson 2007, 106).  

In fact, the more we accustom ourselves to think and to perceive 
all things sub specie durationis, the more we plunge into real du-
ration (Bergson 2007, 132). 
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Sub specie durationis, ”from the perspective of duration“ refers 
to Spinoza’s phrase sub specie aeternitatis, “from the perspec-
tive of eternity”. The purpose of this contrast is clear: philos-
ophy should move from the eternal, constant, and 
unchangeable perspective to the perspective of change (Berg-
son 2007, 6, 18–20). Bergson proposes that instead of seeking 
eternal ultimate principles, laws, or ideas, philosophers 
should direct their attention towards everything that changes 
and the inherent changeability of all things. The task of phi-
losophy is to study reality from the perspective of duration, 
or rather study reality as change or duration.  

In this very perspective, philosophy can be seen as the 
counterpart to science , which, according to Bergson, studies 
reality as static and homogeneous, aspiring to measure and 
spatialize it (Bergson 2007, 102–103). This also reveals the 
fundamental elements of Bergson’s metaphysics, where reali-
ty consists of two basic factors: matter and spirit. Spirit repre-
sents the ever-changing and creative aspect of reality—it is 
inherently duration or the source of all duration. In Bergson’s 
philosophy, everything in reality is formed of these two forc-
es. The division of labor between science and philosophy spe-
cializes in each of these basic forces: philosophy focuses on 
spirit, while science focuses on matter (Bergson 1972, 887; 
2007, 24–25). Ideally, the knowledge from each field comple-
ments the other, leading to a progressively more complete 
understanding of reality (Bergson 1965, 5; 1920, 7). 

Before going further into philosophy’s perspective, it is 
relevant to clarify the perspectives of science. What is the re-
lationship between matter, space, and spatialization in the 
realm of science? According to Bergson, scientific thought, or 
intelligence, is modeled after matter; it treats everything as if 
it were matter. This perspective gives rise to spatialization. 
One might wonder if science is also concerned with change. 
Indeed, it is, but not in a similar way as philosophy. Bergson 
argues that sciences like biology do study change, such as 
evolution. However, this study involves transforming change 
into inertia and halting the movement of change. Science cre-
ates stages or phases to represent change in an analyzable 
form. (Bergson 1911, 170–172, 206–207.)  

To use Bergson’s analogy of a melody, grasping the change 
of melody as change (philosophy) means experiencing the 
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melody as it unfolds. On the other hand, analyzing the melo-
dy, treating it as if it were composed of individual phases 
strung together and effectively arresting the original move-
ment of change (science), involves breaking it into notes and 
creating a notation. After making this distinction, one might 
be inclined to conclude that, for Bergson, science deals only 
with intellectualized constructions that lack a true connection 
to reality. However, I interpret Bergson’s view as suggesting 
that science simply approaches reality from the perspective of 
matter and that it undeniably acquires knowledge that is no 
less valuable than the knowledge gained by philosophy. No-
tation provides us with a tool to analyze harmonies and com-
pare melodies, even if it may lose sight of duration. This 
knowledge, while different from philosophical knowledge, is 
still valuable and true. 

The task of philosophy is to study reality from the perspec-
tive of change: spirit as duration. According to Bergson, as we 
already previously mentioned, human intelligence tends to 
reconstruct everything changing spatially, time as a timeline 
as if it were like matter, measurable, and extensive object. In 
other words, the scientific outlook is the natural perspective 
of the human mind. The philosophical perspective on the 
contrary goes against human nature – human beings are not 
evolved to perceive change as change (Bergson 2007, 61–62). 
Instead, it is natural for the human intellect to freeze change 
into a particular form and view it as static. Time is not stud-
ied as it endures, but rather as a frozen timeline. Evolutionary 
changes are not observed as they occur, but rather as freeze-
frame images, represented by different frozen phases (Berg-
son 1965, 60). 

 
Duration and intuition 

The question is, therefore, how despite this philosophy is ca-
pable of regarding change as change, if it is against human 
nature. This is possible with intuition. Bergson defines intui-
tion in the following manner:  

The intuition we refer to then bears above all upon internal du-
ration. It grasps a succession which is not juxtaposition, a 
growth from within, the uninterrupted prolongation of the past 
into a present which is already blending into the future. It is the 
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direct vision of the spirit by the spirit,—nothing intervening 
[…]. (Bergson 2007, 30, translation altered.) 

Intuition finds its foundation in the inner duration inherent 
within human beings themselves (Bergson 2007, 20). As men-
tioned earlier, duration is intimately connected to the human 
mind and its nature; in fact, the human mind and conscious-
ness are inherently characterized by duration. Furthermore, 
we have discussed how the true nature of time as duration 
can be directly apprehended through inner experience. With-
in ourselves, we can directly perceive the flow of time and the 
ever-changing nature of our inner states.  

Bergson’s methodology rests on a Cartesian premise, 
wherein one duration that we can know with absolute cer-
tainty is intricately intertwined with our own existence—the 
duration of our own being.5 This is the key role of duration in 
his methodology. The question that arises is how we can uti-
lize this immediate grasp of our own duration. In his meth-
odology, Bergson seeks to extend the certainty and 
immediacy of our experience of duration to other objects of 
our knowledge, including things that exist external to our-
selves  (Bergson 2007, 20). However, the challenge lies in how 
we can establish a connection between the certainty and di-
rectness of our knowledge of inner states and the knowledge 
of other objects. There is an evident connection between our 
durations and other beings:   

How do we pass from this inner time to the time of things? We 
perceive the physical world and this perception appears, rightly 
or wrongly, to be inside and outside us at one and the same time 
[…]. To each moment of our inner life there thus corresponds a 
moment of our body and of all environing matter that is “simul-
taneous” with it; this matter then seems to participate in our 
conscious duration. (Bergson 1965, 45.) 

According to Leonard Lawlor, there exists an “infinity of oth-
er possible durations in my self” because my duration is a 
part of the greater “whole of duration”, which suggests our 
participation in a universal duration (Lawlor 2010, 33–34). 
There are many similar interpretations with different empha-

 
5 Similar interpretations have been made for example by Jean-Louis 
Vieillard-Baron (cf. 2004, 63).  
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ses. Michel Weber, for instance, explicitly asserts that our du-
ration allows us to connect with the uninterrupted continuum 
of durations (Weber 2005, 129).  

But to give this idea a more methodologically clear form, I 
introduce here Bergson’s idea of reasoning by analogy.6 In 
order to extend intuition to other objects, we must perceive 
the object of our study as analogous to our inner duration. 
Just as everything in reality comprises both spirit and matter, 
the object of study, as something that undergoes change, 
must also include spirit, which inherently possesses duration. 
Lapoujade and Tellier highlight that Bergson’s analogy is not 
between two identical things, but between two entities that 
share something in common (Lapoujade 2018, 45; Tellier 
2008, 425). The object of our study and our inner continuity 
has a shared nature and that is duration (cf. Bergson 1965, 45; 
Tellier 2008, 425–426). We can perceive objects in reality as 
resembling duration-like change because we ourselves em-
body the very same temporal change. An even simpler way 
to state this would be to say that we can look at reality as a 
temporal changing thing because we are ourselves temporal 
changing beings.  

In addition to analogy, the concept of sympathy is also rel-
evant here. Our shared nature with reality and other beings 
enables us to intellectually sympathize with the object of our 
study. There is not only something similar between us, but 
something that is the same: duration. We can sympathize 
with this duration, which allows us to understand other ob-
jects ”from within“ (Lapoujade 2018, 40). In this sense, sym-
pathy refers to the same thing as the Bergsonian analogy. 
Sympathy seems to be a less technical term, but it demon-
strates the act by which our understanding of the nature of 
the object occurs, which is not purely analytical or intellectu-
al. As Jean-Louis Vieillard-Baron puts it, the intuition of dura-
tion is not the same as an idea of duration (Vieillard-Baron 
2004, 50–52). While the immediate experience of our inner 

 
6 David Lapoujade has made a detailed study of this type of reasoning in 
Bergson’s philosophy, which I have adopted here (Lapoujade 2018, 44–
52). Bergson mentions this type of reasoning in a couple of cases, but does 
not elaborate much on this idea (Bergson 1965, 46; 1992, 438; 1911, 270). 
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duration is certain, extending it to other objects necessarily 
involves speculation. (cf. Bergson 1920, 4; 1965, 46.)   

Finally, what are the results of Bergson’s methodology? 
How does the concept of duration contribute to a philosophi-
cal study? I will use Bergson’s work Creative Evolution here as 
an example. In said work Bergson studies the nature of life as 
an evolution. His view is contrasted in the beginning with 
views such as mechanism and finalism. Without going to de-
tail, both of these views essentially argue that evolution is 
predetermined in some aspect: either the end goal (finalism) 
is given or each of the changes of evolution are connected by 
necessity; one change is necessarily followed by another and 
there are no other possibilities. According to Bergson true 
change and duration is excluded from these views and wish-
es to introduce a point of view that regards evolution as truly 
change.  

Bergson analyzes various evolutionary lines and the 
tendencies that manifest within them. As Bergson regards the 
movement of life and the changes that occur in it, he draws a 
parallel to our own inner experience of change. Inner dura-
tion and change are understood as analogous to the changes 
and duration of life. This analogy is stated very directly:  
“Such is my inner life, and such also is life in general” (Berg-
son 1911, 272). Just as we cannot distinguish specific states in 
our inner experience of duration, such as states of mind and 
the transitions between them (except artificially), we also 
cannot do so with the movement of life or the changes of evo-
lution. We can acknowledge that we are a different person 
than we were 10 years ago and point out certain differences 
in our personality. Similarly, we can identify variations in the 
characteristics of a species from thousands of years ago to the 
present. However, these differences are labeled using static 
states of ”then“ and ”now“. The actual ongoing change can 
only be grasped by looking at our inner experience of change 
and the continuous duration of time that we feel within our-
selves in every moment. Through this lens, we can think and 
immediately apprehend the change in the movement of life, 
almost as if we are experiencing it within ourselves. 

Bergson arrives to the idea of vital impetus (élan vital) ac-
cording to which, the movement of life is created by the in-
terplay of two opposite forces spirit and matter. Spirit 
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signifies the effort to create as freely as possible whereas mat-
ter provides the means of creation, but with limited possibili-
ties. Bergson’s ultimate idea is that life’s aim is to overcome 
the limits of matter and create as freely as possible. He arrives 
to this conclusion especially by studying the evolutionary 
path to man. As previously mentioned, Bergson has noted 
that human consciousness has something to do with choice 
and freedom. Bergson argues that this development of hu-
man conscience demonstrates the life’s effort create more 
freely. Development of human intelligence that is modeled 
after matter, demonstrate the life’s effort to overcome limita-
tions of matter. Human cognition has triumphed over these 
limitations by acquiring tools to manipulate matter. Through 
the acquisition of tools—both physical and intellectual—as 
well as the development of language, human beings have 
attained the capacity create ever more freely. (Bergson 1911, 
278–280.) 

Drawing on the insights of evolutionary biology, tenden-
cies toward this inherent need for creativity can be discerned 
in various lines of evolution. However, it is through our un-
derstanding of our own consciousness and its duration that 
the principle of vital impetus becomes most evident. Similar 
to our individual duration, the duration of life itself is finite—
it undergoes maturation and different lines of evolution be-
come specialized. Bergson’s argument suggests that these 
specializations are directed towards discovering the optimal 
means of surmounting the limitations imposed by matter. 
Thus, it is through the analogy and comparison of our inner 
duration with life’s duration that Bergson identifies the na-
ture of life as a vital impetus—an incessant striving to create 
with increasing freedom. 

Bringing duration to the objects of our study completes our 
understanding of their nature. It goes beyond merely provid-
ing a more comprehensive definition or image. With the in-
clusion of duration and intuition, the objects of our 
contemplation come alive, so to speak: 

Thanks to philosophy, all things acquire depth,—more than 
depth, something like a fourth dimension which permits anteri-
or perceptions to remain bound up with present perceptions, 
and the immediate future itself to become partly outlined in the 
present. Reality no longer appears then in the static state, in its 
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manner of being; it affirms itself dynamically, in the continuity 
and variability of its tendency. (Bergson 2007, 131.) 

For Bergson philosophy animates the objects of its study. It 
does not view things as immutable or eternal, but rather 
acknowledges the inherent temporality within them. Philos-
ophy regards reality as temporal, and ever-changing and pre-
serves the temporal nature of the objects of its study. This 
perspective also has profound implications for philosophy 
itself, as philosophical thought becomes inherently temporal 
as philosophical thought itself is thinking in duration. 
 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, Bergson’s method of intuition is grounded in 
the notion that philosophy seeks to comprehend reality 
through one of its fundamental elements: spirit, duration, or 
change. Together with science, which examines reality from 
the perspective of matter, they complement each other and 
form a more comprehensive understanding of reality. Berg-
son’s concept of duration offers philosophy a unique ap-
proach to its inquiry. 

Within the framework of Bergson’s method, duration as-
sumes a significant role in the second phase, namely intui-
tion. It follows the scientific phase, which provides 
philosophy with general orientations and a framework for the 
philosophical intuitive approach. The knowledge acquired 
through familiarization with scientific discoveries, guided by 
intuition, can be enriched in the second phase, where dura-
tion plays a crucial role. 

The second moment requires us to grasp reality as ever-
changing and moving. Even though the human mind accord-
ing to Bergson is used to regard everything in the manner of 
science as something static and the study of change without 
stopping the change and studying the change as change is 
uncharacteristic of it, even against the human intellect, it is 
possible. Our temporal nature and immediate experience of 
the duration of time make it possible. Duration is an essential 
part of intuition, because only inner experience of it, makes it 
possible to extend intuition to other objects of our knowledge. 
Intuition requires us to regard the object of our knowledge as 
a duration that also exists within us. With duration, we can 
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be “in sympathy with reality” (cf. Bergson 2007, 133, citation 
20). When our inner duration is understood as analogous to 
the duration of the object of our study, we can grasp its na-
ture and complete the understanding we already sketched 
out with scientific knowledge. Seeing things sub specie dura-
tionis means that we are regarding them through our own 
duration.  

Philosophy is not solely the study of changing reality. For 
Bergson, philosophy itself is immersed in that change. Even 
the results of philosophy are temporal, they are not absolute 
and need to be improved by later philosophers. Simo Knuut-
tila, in his Keynote presentation at The Philosophical Society 
of Finland’s Annual Colloquium 2022 in Oulu, posed the 
question of whether a philosopher’s perspective on time can 
be anything but detached, limited to the “conceptual present” 
(käsitteellinen nykyhetki). Henri Bergson would answer, yes it 
can be, and it should be. According to Bergson, philosophy 
should abandon the perspective of eternity, unchanging 
“conceptual present”. It should be temporal, finite, and spec-
ulative. For him, philosophy itself is temporal thinking, think-
ing in duration.  
 

University of Jyväskylä  
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Are We Triggering Injustice?              
Towards a Justice-Based Solution to the 

Non-Identity Problem 
 

JOHAN SANDELIN 
 

 
1. Introduction: Luck and Injustice 

Anna lives a short, barely worthwhile life due to a genetic 
disease. Beatrice does so as well. But the cause of her short 
and barely worthwhile life is her foolishly exposing herself to 
risk for no good reason. Cedric lives a long, happy life 
through sheer good luck (example by Lippert-Rasmussen 
2020, 9).  

Some might think that the world would have been more 
just if Anna, Beatrice, and Cedric had lived equally good 
lives. Others might think that there is no injustice regarding 
these fates. But a common view in philosophy is that the 
world would have been more just if Anna and Cedric – but 
not necessarily Beatrice – had lived equally good lives. This 
being so because Anna had a difficult life through no fault of 
her own (see Lippert-Rasmussen, Spring 2023). In other 
words, we could say that Anna was born to an undeservedly 
bad faith, which was unjust or at least not morally good. 

In relation to these kinds of fates, there are several im-
portant ethical questions. First, what responsibilities and ob-
ligations do individuals, societies and possibly even the 
world community have, to try to mitigate this sort of unde-
servedly bad fates? Second, what if anything, is it exactly that 
is unjust regarding these fates? Third, can it be morally ac-
ceptable to make decisions or act in ways that trigger more of 
these kinds of potentially unjust outcomes? 

While the first of these questions – regarding the possible 
obligations to mitigate this kind of potential injustice – is im-
portant and interesting, it is unlikely that any solution to it 
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will be found, or any general agreement reached, in the fore-
seeable future. Luckily, this paper does not need to take any 
stance on this question.  

The second question, regarding what the root cause is of 
Anna’s fate being unjust (assuming that the intuition and 
common stance that Anna’s fate is unjust is correct) is im-
portant for this paper. The example above suggests that it has 
to do with inequality or deficiency compared to other people 
or according to some yardstick – like what could reasonably 
have been expected. 

The third question mentioned above was: Do we have a 
moral obligation not to act in a way that triggers these kinds 
of injustices? This question is central to this paper. It stretches 
towards the future, because it is in the future that the amount 
of unfair life fates is not yet determined and partly depends 
on our choices and actions. 

As I already wrote, it is difficult to establish that we or our 
societies would have an ethical obligation to mitigate the 
(here assumed) unjust conditions many people are born into. 
Establishing that we have an ethical responsibility not to de-
liberately act in a way that could lead to this injustice increas-
ing, might however be much easier and less problematic. This 
being so, because it is often assumed that we have a greater 
moral responsibility not to perpetrate, or be complicit in, in-
justices, than to correct those that already exist, and we have 
no complicity in. In other words, even if we could not estab-
lish that the societies have a moral obligation to correct or 
mitigate unjust fates such as those of Anna, it could become 
clear that it is morally wrong to deliberately trigger these 
kinds of outcomes and thus become complicit in them.  

When we consider this question, we are simultaneously 
faced with another important question: Is this possible injus-
tice independent of whether those who are subjected to it are 
harmed or not? Can we say that it was unjust that Anna was 
born into a difficult condition, even if this did not harm her in 
the sense that she, because of it, was worse off than she oth-
erwise would have been? And if so, can we go on, arguing 
that someone acted morally wrong if he or she acted in a way 
that increased the risk that Anna, or those who could have 
been born in her place, would be born to an unfair fate? This 
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question is important because the answer to it can have sig-
nificant implications in ethics. 

In ethics, there are some relatively broadly accepted basic 
moral principles that are thought to determine whether our 
actions are morally wrong. According to one of these princi-
ples, an act that does not harm anyone does not wrong any-
one. According to another of these principles, an act that does 
not wrong anyone is not morally wrong. And according to 
one more such principle, an act harms someone only if this 
person is worse off than he or she otherwise would have been 
(for these principles, see Boonin 2014, 3-5). 

While these principles appear to generate generally plau-
sible results regarding issues affecting currently living peo-
ple, they have been shown to produce counterintuitive results 
regarding our responsibilities to future generations. For ex-
ample, we have not with the help of these principles, been 
able to satisfactorily explain why it is morally wrong of our 
generation to live in a way that leads to global warming and 
difficult conditions in the future, as this lifestyle probably 
also affects the identity of future people so that no one born 
into a hot difficult world could have been born into better 
conditions. This is an ethical conundrum, called the Non-
Identity Problem that has remained unsolved for half a century 
(see Parfit 1983 for its introduction). 

If we can show that Anna’s fate was unjust even though 
she could not have got a better life – because this injustice is 
based on a deficiency according to some relevant compara-
tive standard that is independent of any counterfactual as-
sessments of how good her life could have been – we can 
perhaps also show that it is morally wrong to act in a way 
that deliberately triggers this injustice. Then we might have a 
solution to the Non-Identity Problem at sight. 

I will thus try to answer the question of whether a focus on 
naturally occurring injustice, and how we affect the amount 
of this injustice, could help us solve the Non-Identity Prob-
lem. The idea is that an action can be morally wrong on two 
different possible grounds. An action can be morally wrong, 
as previously thought, because it harms someone according 
to the counterfactual account of harm, but an action can also 
be morally wrong because it deliberately causes a person to 
be born into an unjustly bad fate. Both harm and justice are 
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thus thought to matter morally. I will call a developed form 
of this stance the justice-based theory or principle. 

According to David Boonin (2014, 19-28), a successful solu-
tion to the Non-Identity Problem must show that the Implau-
sible Conclusion – that we are not doing moral wrong in 
identity affecting choices like causing climate change – can be 
avoided. A successful solution should also meet his inde-
pendence-, modesty- and robustness requirements. I.e. the 
solution should not be based solely on the fact that it would 
enable us to avoid the Implausible Conclusion (the Inde-
pendent Requirement); the solution should be sufficiently 
robust to be able to avoid the Implausible Conclusion even if 
one of the premises leading to the Implausible Conclusion is 
modified (the Robustness Requirement); and the solution 
should not have implications that are even more implausible 
than the Implausible Conclusion (the Modesty Requirement). 
In the third section, I will briefly discuss how the here sug-
gested Justice-Based Principle fares regarding some of these 
requirements.  

This paper should be seen as a first tentative framing of a 
question and theory, rather than a comprehensive final solu-
tion to the Non-Identity Problem. But before I go into this 
theory, I will start by presenting the Non-identity problem in 
more detail as well as briefly discuss three types of estab-
lished approaches for solving the Non-Identity Problem and 
why they all seem to fail. 

 
2. Traditional attempts for solving the Non-Identity 
Problem 

The Non-Identity Problem comes in two versions, so-called 
direct and indirect versions. The most typical examples of the 
indirect version of the Non-Identity Problem concern climate 
change and the pursuit of a general policy of Depletion. In his 
last attempt to solve the Non-Identity Problem – almost forty 
years after he first discovered it – Derek Parfit (2017, 122-123) 
gave such an example:  

Suppose […] that we and the other members of some large 
community could choose between two energy policies, one of 
which would be cheaper but would increase global warming, 
thereby having various effects that would greatly lower quality 
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of life that would be had by very many people in several later 
centuries. Some of the effects of our policy – such as floods, 
draughts, heat waves and hurricanes – would kill many of these 
future people. Despite having these effects, our choice of this 
energy policy would not be worse for any of these people, not 
even those who would be killed. If we had chosen the more ex-
pensive policy, which would not have had these bad effects, 
these future people would never have existed, and their non-
existence would not have been better for them. It would have 
been different people who would have existed instead and lived 
much better lives.  

Parfit is here assuming the nowadays generally acknowl-
edged circumstance, that policies which have profound im-
pacts on people lives – where they work, live, whom they 
meet and ultimately when and with whom they have chil-
dren – affect the identities of the future people. A process that 
with Parfit’s words will not dissolve in time, like rings in the 
water, but instead is self-strengthening (Parfit 2017). Since the 
choice of the cheaper policy, in the example above, would be 
worse for no one, the challenge, of the indirect version of the 
Non-Identity Problem, is to explain why it would be morally 
wrong to choose it. 

An example of the direct version of the Non-Identity prob-
lem is the following by David Boonin (2014, 2): 

Wilma has decided to have a baby. She goes to her doctor for a 
checkup and the doctor tells her that there is some good news 
and some bad news. The bad news is that as things now stand, if 
Wilma conceives, her child will have a disability. The doctor 
cannot say precisely what the disability will be, but he can tell 
that while the disability will be considerably far from trivial, the 
child’s life will nonetheless clearly be worth living. The disabil-
ity will be irreversible. There will be no way to eliminate it or to 
mitigate its effects. The good news is that Wilma can prevent 
this from happening. If she takes a tiny pill once a day for two 
months before conceiving, her child will be perfectly healthy. 
Fully understanding all of the facts about the situation, Wilma 
decides that having to take a pill once a day for two months be-
fore conceiving is a bit too inconvenient and so chooses to throw 
the pills away and conceive at once. As a result of this choice, 
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her child Pebbles is born with a significant and irreversible dis-
ability. 

The challenge in this version is to explain why Wilma’s 
choice would be morally wrong even though Pebbles owes 
her existence to Wilma’s choice; she could not have got a bet-
ter life and is glad to be alive. 

Several different solutions to the Non-Identity Problem 
have been proposed during the last decades, but none of 
these have been considered satisfactory.1 In this section, I 
briefly discuss three types of established approaches for solv-
ing the Non-Identity Problem that I call the “Idealistic Ap-
proach”, the “Harm-Based Approach” and the “Capitulation 
Approach”.2 I then go on to argue that all these approaches 
fail for several different, generally acknowledged, reasons. 
 
2.1. The Idealistic Approach  

Derek Parfit (1984, 367) had a clear view on the question how 
the Non-Identity cases affect our moral obligations:  

We may be able to remember a time when we were concerned 
about effects on future generations, but had overlooked the 
Non-Identity Problem. We may have thought that a policy like 
Depletion would be against the interests of future people. When 
we saw that this was false, did we become less concerned about 
effects on future generations? When I saw the problem, I did not 
become less concerned. And the same is true of many other 
people. I shall say that we accept the No-Difference View.  

 
1 For readers who are interested and not familiar with The Non-Identity 
Problem, its attempted solutions and the problems with these, David 
Boonin’s (2014) book The non-identity problem and the ethics of future people 
is recommended. 
2 The name “Idealistic Approach”, because it is here assumed that benefit-
ting is morally (almost) as important as not harming. The “Harm-Based 
Approach” because these attempts try to solve the Non-Identity Problem 
by some revision of our understanding of harm. The Capitulation ap-
proach, because this “solution” to the Non-Identity Problem stems from 
Boonin’s decision to give up the hope of finding a way to solve the Im-
plausible Conclusion that Wilma does not do anything wrong by not tak-
ing the Pill and conceiving disabled Pebbles (see the citation in section 2.3) 



A New Solution to the Non-Identity Problem   211 
 

Parfit (1984, 369) thought that our obligations towards the 
future are just as strong despite the fact of Non-Identity. Ini-
tially he thought that, in order to solve the Non-Identity 
Problem, we should appeal to an impersonal ethical theory 
and began by considering a principle Q:  

Q: If in either of two possible outcomes the same number of 
people would ever live, it would be worse if those who live are 
worse off, or have a lower quality of life, than those who would 
have lived.  

Since Q only concerned “same number choices” and since 
many of our choices and actions will not only affect the iden-
tities of future people but also their number, the question 
arose: How important is the quality of life of each future per-
son compared to the number of future people that will exist? 
For example, would it be better if a thousand people with a 
very high quality of life were born on a remote island in the 
future, or, if instead, ten thousand people with somewhat 
lower quality of life were born on the same island in the fu-
ture, everything else being equal?  

Parfit (1984, 386-387) suggested two basic principles that 
could answer this question and possibly replace Q: 

The Impersonal Average Principle: If other things are equal, the 
best outcome is the one in which people’s lives go, on average 
best.  

The Impersonal Total Principle: If other things are equal, the best 
outcome is the one in which there would be the greatest quanti-
ty of whatever makes life worth living. 

Both principles aspire to solve the Non-Identity Problem by 
showing why suboptimal choices regarding the future are 
morally wrong, even if these choices affect the identities of 
future people. However, both principles also imply different 
very counterintuitive conclusions. The Impersonal Average 
Principle implies what I call the “Dire Conclusion” according 
to which creating people with negative lives can be morally 
right in extremely bad situations – where those already living 
have even worse lives, so that this would increase the average 
quality of life. The Average Principle also amounts in what I 
call the “Discriminatory Conclusion”: As people being born 
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in countries with relatively low quality of life likely will de-
crease the worldwide average quality of life, it would be 
morally better if the people in these countries would abstain 
from having children. Actually, as Parfit wrote (1984), accord-
ing to the Average Principle, it would, counterintuitively, be 
best if only one very happy person existed. 

The Impersonal Total Principle has, on its part, been found 
to imply the “Repugnant Conclusion” according to which 
creating an enormous future population with life only barely 
worth living would be preferable – if the total amount of 
quality of life in this outcome would be the highest due to the 
population’s incredible size (Arrhenius, Ryberg & Tännsjö 
2022). Furthermore, impersonal ethical principles have be-
come increasingly abandoned since the 1980s, as utilitarian-
ism has become less popular and has been criticized exactly 
for being an impersonal theory which treats persons as mere 
containers of utility that are replaceable and do not in their 
own right matter.  

In his last attempt to solve the Non-Identity Problem, Par-
fit (2017, 123-124) had revised his view and wrote:  

When I first defended the No Difference View, I made what I 
now believe to be a bad mistake. I suggested that, when we con-
sider the cases that raise the Non-Identity Problem, we should 
appeal to principles that are impersonal in the sense that they do 
not appeal to facts about what would affect particular people for 
better or worse.  

He then suggested a person-affecting view that would main-
tain the comparison aspect between the alternative future 
people we can bring about. Even if it would be true that we 
cannot harm future people by bringing them into flawed ex-
istences, he argued that our actions can be morally wrong by 
not benefitting people as much as we easily could. He wrote 
that following Jeff McMahan (2013, 6-7) we can claim:  

If someone is caused to exist and to have a life that is worth liv-
ing, that is good for this person, giving him or her an existential 
benefit.  

Parfit (2017, 137) then continued:  
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To avoid giving people reasons to complain about what we have 
done to them, it is enough to do nothing that would be bad for 
these people. We could achieve this moral aim in a purely nega-
tive way, by doing nothing. Though non-maleficence is nega-
tive, beneficence is positive. We can give people reasons to be 
grateful only by doing things that are good for these people. 
And though it is important not to act badly it is also morally 
important to act well.   

This led him to formulate the following:  

The Wide Principle: One of two outcomes would be in one way 
worse if this outcome would be less good for people, by benefit-
ing people less than the other outcome would have benefited 
people.  

However, the Wide Principle again led to the question of how 
to aggregate quality of life. What matters morally? Is it what 
in the collective sense together benefits people more, or is it 
what in the individual sense benefits each person more? The 
collective perception would, as Parfit noted, restate the Total 
Principle in person-affecting terms. The individual perception 
would restate the Average Principle in person affecting 
terms. Since Parfit was aware of the problems with both 
views, he suggested a combination of them, which he hoped 
would be more balanced:  

The Wide Dual Principle: One of two outcomes would be in one 
way better if this outcome would together benefit people more, 
and in another way better if this outcome would benefit each 
person more.  

Unfortunately, Michal Masny (2020) has shown that even 
though more balanced than his earlier attempts, Parfit’s Wide 
Dual Principle still ends up in the Repugnant Conclusion. 
Since the Repugnant Conclusion is at least as implausible as 
the Implausible Conclusion, the Wide Dual Principle does not 
qualify as a satisfactory and unproblematic solution to the 
Non-Identity Problem. 

 
2.2. The Harm-Based Approach  

Not everyone agrees with Parfit, and some have chosen a dif-
ferent strategy to solve the Non-Identity Problem, commonly 
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known as the Harm-Based Approach. This approach avoids 
the assumption that we have an almost as strong moral obli-
gation to benefit people as we have, to not harm them. But 
this advantage comes at a cost: The Harm-Based Approach 
must only base the moral judgment of our choices on the 
people born to suboptimal lives and not on any comparison 
with other people. It must show that these people have been 
harmed even though they have received the gift of life and 
are not worse off than they otherwise would have been, have 
lives that are clearly worth living and are glad to be alive.  

Robert Huseby (2012) defends a version of Telic Sufficien-
tarianism. According to this version, a person who is born 
into a life that is below a certain sufficient threshold of wel-
fare is harmed even if this person is above the neutral level 
where life ceases to be worth living. Shortfalls from a suffi-
cient level of welfare are morally bad, and this is all that mat-
ters welfare-wise. In addition, it is in itself bad if a person is 
not sufficiently well-off and worse the further from a suffi-
cient level a person is and worse the more people are not suf-
ficiently well off (Huseby 2012).   

Molly Gardner (2019) has proposed an existence account of 
harming:  

Harm (def.): A state of affairs, T is a harm for an individual, S, if 
and only if  

There is an essential component of T that is a condition with re-
spect to which S can be intrinsically better or worse off; and  

If S existed and T had not obtained, then S would be better off 
with respect to that condition.  

As Gardner (2019, 433-438) explains, “the account asks us to 
compare the world containing both the victim and the alleged 
harm, to a world where the victim exists without the alleged 
harm; we then check whether, in the latter world, the victim 
is better off”. If the answer is yes, the event harmed the vic-
tim.  

Unfortunately, both Huseby’s and Gardner’s versions of 
the Harm-Based Approach end up in very counterintuitive 
conclusions. One such is the “Fatal Conclusion” that there 
would be nothing wrong with causing humanity to die out. 
As Parfit (2017, 118) did, we can imagine a situation where 



A New Solution to the Non-Identity Problem   215 
 

we discover how we can live for a thousand years, but in a 
way that makes it impossible for us to have children. Accord-
ing to the Fatal Conclusion, there would be nothing wrong 
with choosing this option.   

Huseby’s Telic Sufficientarianism fails to explain what is 
wrong with the Fatal Conclusion, because no one in an empty 
world would be below a sufficient level of welfare. In addi-
tion, according to Telic Sufficientarianism, it may even be the 
best choice to let humanity die out – if we assume that other-
wise there will always be some people who are below the 
sufficient level (see also Boonin 2014, for this critics). The Ex-
istent Account of Harming also fails this test, as there would 
be no victims with any alleged harms in a world without 
humans.  

Another counterintuitive conclusion that these harm-based 
approaches fail to avoid, is the already mentioned “Discrimi-
natory Conclusion”. According to this conclusion, the citizens 
of countries with low quality of life would do something 
wrong by having children. Telic Sufficientarianism seems 
unable to avoid this conclusion without ending up in another 
unintuitive conclusion. 

To see why this is so, consider the following. In some 
countries the quality of life as well as life expectancy is low 
and will very likely remain low in the foreseeable future. In 
fact, we can plausibly assume, that the average quality of life 
in these countries will not in the foreseeable future be higher 
than that of Pebbles quality of life in the example above – at 
least if we assume that Pebbles disability is not particularly 
severe. We then face the following dilemma: If we want to 
show that Wilma did something wrong by not taking the pill 
and conceiving disabled Pebbles, we must raise the sufficien-
tarian threshold so much that Pebbles is below it. But then 
also those living in the poor countries will do something 
wrong by having children – and we end up in the discrimina-
tory conclusion. To avoid this, we must lower the threshold – 
but alas, then we fail to show that Wilma’s act was morally 
wrong and instead end up in the “implausible conclusion” 
according to which almost anything goes regarding the fu-
ture.  

Defenders of the harm-based approach might argue that 
this approach is not vulnerable to the discriminatory conclu-
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sion, since the bad circumstances that children born into poor 
countries will face are usually not caused by their parents. 
However, I do not believe that this defense is tenable. It is 
quite clear that, for example, it is about as morally wrong to 
give one’s child a bad upbringing as it is to let someone else 
take care of one’s child if one is sure that this person will give 
the child an equally bad upbringing – this even though in the 
latter case, one would not directly “cause” this bad upbring-
ing. In the same way, the parents in the poor countries know 
the circumstances into which their children will be born, and 
they are the reason for and the cause of their children’s birth. 

Sufficientarian theories have also been criticized on the 
grounds that the threshold, or level, is arbitrary and too 
sharp: it is not intuitive that causing someone to be slightly 
above it would not be wrong at all but making someone to be 
slightly below it would be morally wrong. Boonin (2014) has 
further given several examples where the Sufficientarian the-
ories seem to generate the wrong answers and the counterfac-
tual theory of harm the right ones. In response to this, revised 
theories with more than one threshold have been proposed, 
as well as some versions that include both a sufficient level 
and the counterfactual account of harm. However, such ad 
hoc hybrid theories are not intuitive and do not escape all of 
the problems mentioned above.  They might cause new kinds 
of problems and I do not find it likely that they could offer a 
satisfactory solution to the Non-Identity Problem. 

The Existence Account of Harming also seems to fail to 
avoid the discriminatory conclusion. To conceive children in 
countries with difficult living conditions would be morally 
wrong, according to the theory, since these children would be 
worse off than they would have been in an ideal world where 
nothing would have weighed down their quality of life (see 
Boonin 2019 for further criticisms). 

 
2.3. The Capitulation Approach     

In 2014, David Boonin wrote in his book The Non-Identity 
Problem and the Ethics of Future People:  

I have been thinking of and about the non-identity problem for a 
number of years now. When I first encountered the problem, I 
assumed that there must be a satisfactory way to avoid the Im-
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plausible Conclusion by modifying one of the premises of the 
argument that gives rise to it. The only question seemed to be 
which premise to target and how, precisely to modify it. After a 
number of years of false starts and dashed hopes, though, it oc-
curred to me one day to wonder whether the most reasonable 
response to the problem might simply be to give up and bite the 
bullet.  

I call this approach for solving the Non-Identity Problem, the 
“Capitulation Approach” because it does not try to explain 
why Wilma’s choice would have been wrong. Instead, this 
approach assumes that choices that lead to a lower quality of 
life in the future are not morally wrong if these choices affect 
the identities of future people, so that no future person has a 
worse life than he or she could have had. Boonin calls this 
counterintuitive assumption the Implausible conclusion and 
is ready to accept it. If Boonin were right, we would not have 
to find a new ethical principle that would replace the counter-
factual account of harm. The Non-Identity Problem would 
dissolve because there would simply be no other problem 
than that our intuitions are wrong regarding our responsibili-
ties to the future.  

Other ethicists have found it difficult to accept that a theo-
ry could be right if it ends up in the Implausible Conclusion – 
which implies that when it comes to future people almost 
anything goes – as most actions that profoundly affects quali-
ty of life in the future also likely will affects the identities of 
the future people. Furthermore, the Capitulation Approach 
also fails the test to avoid the “Fatal Conclusion” according to 
which there would be nothing wrong by causing humanity to 
die out. This being so since no one can be worse off than he or 
she would otherwise have been by not being born. 
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Table 1. Challenges for different established principles developed to 
solve the Non-Identity Problem. The table illustrates how the prin-
ciples manage or fail to avoid some very counterintuitive con-
clusions. FAIL, as opposed to PASS, means that the principle is 
incapable of explaining why the specific counterintuitive con-
clusion is wrong.  

3. A justice-based solution to the Non-Identity 
Problem  

Humans (and animals) are born into vastly different condi-
tions due to partially random processes that they cannot con-
trol themselves and cannot be held accountable for. Some are 
born with intact senses and good health into an environment 
where they have the conditions to live full, good lives, while 
others are born with sensory issues, poor health or into an 
environment where they have negligible opportunities to live 
other than limited and tolerable lives which still, however, 
can often be considered worthwhile. Since those born with 
relatively bad fates are born with these fates through no fault 
of their own, and there is nothing that can morally justify 
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people’s different good initial life conditions, these differ-
ences can be considered unjust, or at least undeservedly bad. 
This is the stance of this paper. 

The extent, to which societies have a responsibility to try to 
neutralize this inequality, and compensate victims of unde-
servedly bad fates, has long been debated in ethics. However, 
reaching an unequivocal answer to this question does not 
seem possible, at least in the foreseeable future. A related 
question that has received less attention is what our respon-
sibility is for actions that trigger and indirectly increase these 
kinds of comparatively unjustly bad fates. Are such actions 
unjust and morally wrong? Establishing that we have an ethi-
cal responsibility not to act in a way that leads to an increase 
in the proportion of victims with comparatively unjustly bad 
fates may be easier and less problematic than establishing 
that we would have a responsibility to compensate victims 
whose bad fates we are not guilty of. This being so, because it 
is often assumed that we have a greater moral responsibility 
not to perpetrate, or be complicit in, injustices, than to correct 
those that already exist, and we have no complicity in. 

In this article, I assume that it is morally wrong to trigger 
these kinds of unjustly bad fates and that if you do so, you 
become complicit in this injustice. The question I ask is 
whether such a theory – or moral principle – could solve the 
Non-Identity Problem. 

A tentative version of this theory and principle can be for-
mulated as follows: 

JP: There are good reasons to hold that an action X is morally 
wrong if either: 

– X makes a person worse off than he or she otherwise would 
have been (the conventional counterfactual account of harm); or 

– X deliberately causes a person to end up in a comparatively 
unjustly bad condition, and this could reasonably easily have 
been avoided and was not necessary to avoid the person’s con-
dition becoming very dire. 

 
This justice-based principle (JP) can be favorably compared to 
harm-based theories that assume some sufficientarian level 
and which I discussed in the previous section. Both JP and 
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the sufficientarian theories assume that Wilma’s action is 
morally wrong because her action results in Pebbles being 
born into a state that is somehow too bad or problematic. Ac-
cording to the sufficientarian theories, Pebble’s condition is 
too bad in welfare terms – it is below a certain level, and ac-
cording to the principle of justice proposed above (JP), Peb-
ble’s condition is unjust because it is comparatively too bad 
and there is nothing that justifies this. 

I believe that the Justice-Based Principle has several ad-
vantages over the sufficientarian theories. It avoids the prob-
lems of having a theory with several different, possibly 
conflicting understandings of what harm entails. It is not 
based on a non-comparative sharp level that is arbitrary, but 
instead is based on a comparison with other people or with 
what could be reasonably expected. 

At the same time, I am grateful to a reviewer of this paper 
for pointing out some potential weaknesses with the Justice-
Based Principle. One such is how the Justice-Based Principle 
manages to escape the above-presented Fatal-, Discrimina-
tive- and Dire Conclusions. Indeed, it seems difficult to ex-
plain how JP could avoid the Fatal Conclusion, since no 
future humans could have been wronged in a world without 
any future humans. It seems that this empty world challenge 
poses a powerful conundrum for all person-affecting princi-
ples – except for Parfit’s Wide Dual Principle which takes into 
account the moral significance of benefitting.  

However, it is possible that it is easier to explain why it 
would be morally wrong to allow humanity to die out using 
fairness and justice-based arguments than using harm-based 
arguments. Since previous generations have gone to great 
lengths to ensure the prosperity of future generations, intui-
tively, it seems that it would be unfair towards the previous 
generations to allow humanity to die out (see for example 
Thompson 2016, 289-300). It is not as easy, in a similar way, to 
explain how we would harm the previous generations (in 
welfare terms) by letting humanity die out, as the previous 
generations do not exist anymore and therefore are not easily 
harmed. Because of this, I believe that JP, regarding the Fatal 
Conclusion, could have an advantage over the harm-based 
arguments. But to avoid JP ending up in the Fatal Conclusion, 
with arguments based on fairness or justice towards the pre-
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vious generations, would require a development of JP which 
I cannot present here.3 

Regarding the Discriminatory Conclusion, I believe that 
the Justice-Based Principle can escape it because people born 
in countries with a low quality of life do not get a life that is 
unfair compared to their fellow human beings in these coun-
tries or to what could reasonably have been expected. If this 
is right, then JP is not discriminating against these communi-
ties and people. In chapter 3.2, however, I discuss in more 
detail the question of how to determine what we should 
compare with when we evaluate whether an individual’s fate 
is unfair or not.  

Regarding the Dire Conclusion, it could be suspected that 
the Justice-Based Principle would be unable to escape this 
counterintuitive conclusion, because of the following reason: 
If the relevant comparative society has a very low – or even 
negative – level of welfare, causing a person to end up in a 
comparatively only slightly better condition, than that of the 
society, could not be unjust. 

While it is true, that JP might have difficulties in recogniz-
ing anything wrong with this act on grounds of justice, it is 
possible that the other part of the JP account – the counterfac-
tual harm-criteria – can explain why it would be wrong to 
cause someone to be worse off than nothing, or to have nega-
tive welfare. This being so, as a person that is born into a life 
worse than nothing could be understood to be worse off than 
he otherwise would have been.4 Neither of JP’s criteria for a 
morally wrong action is met, however, if a person’s situation 
is not made worse than it otherwise would have been, and 
the person’s situation is barely positive but not worse than 
that of his fellow humans or what could reasonably have 
been expected. One such imaginable case is if the citizens of a 

 
3 Another option, for dealing with the Fatal Conclusion, would be to show 
that something else matters morally and can be morally wrong than 
harming and being unfair – which would save both the harm-based theo-
ries and JP from the Fatal Conclusion, but probably would imply new 
moral dimensions and new kinds of problems related to these.  
4 Recently, Olle Risberg (2023) has, however, in an interesting paper ar-
gued that the counterfactual account of harm is unable to explain why 
causing someone to have a life worse than nothing would be morally 
wrong if we assume actualism. 
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society with very difficult, but positive, living conditions 
choose to have children who are likely to have difficult but 
worthwhile lives. Here I, however, think that JP generates the 
right result and avoids ending up in the Discriminative Con-
clusion. This is because it would be difficult to explain why 
parents in such countries would do something morally 
wrong by having children. 

One more challenge with JP is according to the one re-
viewer, that it could be too broad and make wrong every ac-
tion that aim to improve the general condition of people in a 
society (which can already have a high quality of life) but do 
it in an unequal way so that e.g. a single person’s condition 
will not be improved and he will remain at the original, very 
high but significantly lower level than others, so that he will 
end up in a comparatively unjustly bad condition as the re-
sult of the improvement of others.  

This is an interesting comment and challenge. I believe that 
a policy which deliberately means an improvement for all but 
a few people should strive to compensate these few unfortu-
nate people if possible, so as not to be unfair to them and on 
these grounds be morally ambiguous. If it is not possible to 
compensate them, I believe, in line with JP, that it could be 
morally better not to carry through with the policy or even 
morally wrong to do so. As an analogical comparison we can 
think about a party where all the guests get very good food. 
They also get a good dessert, but now you are offered the op-
portunity to treat all but two of the guests to a truly excellent 
cake for free. I think most of us would feel it would be moral-
ly wrong to accept this offer as the situation is already very 
good for all the guests and this would be unfair to two of 
them. This position is in line with the Justice-Based Principle. 
On the other hand, actions or policies that strive for general 
improvements and are not associated with increased inequal-
ity, I don’t think can be judged as unfair if certain individuals 
as an unfortunate consequence (bad luck) get a comparatively 
worse situation compared to their fellow human beings than 
before. In this case, it is an unfortunate consequence that 
could not be predicted and which, according to JP, does not 
mean that the action or policy would be morally wrong. But 
even in these cases, compensation, if possible, could be mor-
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ally desirable. Thus, all in all, I do not think that this criticism 
could show that JP would be too broad. 

One thing, in addition to those mentioned earlier, that in-
stead supports the justice principle (JP) is that the counterfac-
tual account of harm has increasingly come under scrutiny 
and seems to be unable to account for all kinds of wrongful 
actions. One such criticism is that some actions appear to be 
unjust, and on these grounds morally wrong, even though 
they do not make the person they affect worse off than she 
otherwise would have been. Such actions are e.g., exploita-
tion, humiliation, dishonesty, and lack of solidarity (Piazza et 
al. 2018). A common example of unfair exploitation is for ex-
ample the following:  

Thirsty in the desert: A man meets a woman in the desert who is 
dying of thirst. The man has several bottles of water. He either 
offers to sell a bottle of water at an unreasonably high price or 
wants in exchange a kissing session with the woman (See for ex-
ample Zowlinski 2022).  

In both cases, we can assume that the woman accepts and 
that she is not worse off than she otherwise would have been 
and happy that the man came her way. But at the same time, 
the man’s action seems clearly morally wrong because he 
took advantage of the woman’s vulnerable position and 
treated her unfairly – or caused her to end up in an unjust 
condition, which according to the here proposed principle 
(JP) is morally wrong. Another example is  

The sadist and the beggar: a hungry beggar sit on the street and a 
sadistic man  simultaneously gives the beggar money and humil-
iates him.  

Once again, it might be that the beggar is not worse off wel-
fare-wise than he otherwise would have been all things con-
sidered, yet the man acted unfairly, and on this ground, 
morally wrong. 

All of this seems to support the assumption that not only 
harm should be considered regarding what actions are moral-
ly right/wrong but also injustice. This supports the proposed 
justice-based principle (JP). But as the reader can imagine, 
there are several challenges and difficulties related to the 
principle not yet discussed. 
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3.1. Boonin’s criticism of fairness-based solutions to 
the Non-Identity Problem 

In his book The non-identity problem and the ethics of future peo-
ple, Boonin considers some fairness-based solutions to the 
Non-Identity Problem. He focuses mainly on attempts to use 
Rawls’s veil of ignorance to develop such a solution. He 
however shows that these attempts fail for several reasons 
and writes (2014, 130): 

If Wilma conceives Pebbles rather than Rocks, to whom can her 
act be unfair? Her act isn’t unfair to herself or to Pebbles or to 
any other actual person, because deliberators representing the 
interests of all of those people would endorse a rule permitting 
Wilma to conceive Pebbles. And how can Wilma’s act be unfair 
to Rocks? Rocks does not exist, and an act can’t treat a person 
unfairly if that person never exists. 

Boonin also considers attempts to solve the non-identity 
problem by showing that those born into suboptimal lives 
have been unfairly exploited. He rejects this attempt on the 
grounds that a criterion for, and central aspect of, exploitation 
is that the exploiter could easily have offered the exploited a 
better deal, whereas Wilma could not have offered any other 
deals to Pebbles (Boonin 2014, 142). 

I agree that The Non-Identity Problem cannot likely be 
solved with a theory of exploitation because the actions that 
lower the quality of life in the future and at the same time 
affect the identity of future people do not seem to fulfill the 
characteristics of what is generally considered to be exploita-
tion. At the same time, however, I believe that an action by a 
person X can be unfair to a person Y even if X could not have 
offered any other deals to Y – except non-action – and Y is not 
worse off, because of the action, than Y otherwise would have 
been. 

To see why this is so, reconsider the example of exploita-
tion above and the sadist and the beggar. We can hypothetically 
imagine that the men in the examples cannot act in any other 
ways than to humiliate the beggar or offer an unfair deal to 
the woman in the dessert, if these men act at all. We can also 
assume the woman in the desert and the beggar are not worse 
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off if the men decide to act. But despite this, these actions do 
not seem morally justified. This is because I think that benefit-
ing does not justify injustice. We cannot reasonably hold that we 
have the moral right to treat someone unfairly just because we bene-
fit this person at the same time, even under these kinds of condi-
tions. The men’s actions are morally wrong, at least if the 
men have not before their actions took place, explained the 
situation to the woman and the beggar – their inability to 
help without acting unjustly – and the woman and the beggar 
have consented, fully understanding the situation. The only 
other thing that I think could justify the actions of the men is 
if the woman and the beggar would otherwise almost certain-
ly have been close to dying5. 

That one cannot act better towards a person does not there-
fore mean that one’s action would surely be morally accepta-
ble, even if the person in question, all things considered, 
would be better off following the action. The action can still 
be morally wrong because it is unjust. We therefore cannot 
rule out the possibility that the Non-Identity Problem could 
be solved with a theory of justice. 

 
3.2. Further challenges with the justice-based principle 
(JP): What should we compare with? 

An obvious problem with the here proposed theory and jus-
tice principle (JP) is what we should compare with. The prin-
ciple states that an action by a person X can be morally wrong 
if X causes a person Y to end up in a comparatively unjustly 
bad condition. But how are we to determine whether person 
Y’s situation is comparatively unjustly bad? 

To answer this, I will first examine Boonin’s example with 
Wilma and Pebbles. In Figure 1, I assume that Wilma belongs 
to a society where the quality of life is medium. That the 
quality of life is, and throughout history has been, different in 
different societies is a fact that several studies on quality of 
life, happiness, and subjective well-being have shown. There 

 
5 Saving someone from dying or nearly dying is a very different thing 
than not bringing a person into existence. This is because it cannot harm 
or be bad for a person not to come into existence when this person does 
not exist.  
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are certain societies where the quality of life is higher and 
other societies where it is lower. 

Let us suppose that Pebbles belongs and is born into a me-
dium quality of life society but that her life, because of her 
disability, is significantly lower than the average quality of 
life in her society.  How should we decide whether Pebble’s 
fate is comparatively unjust? Shall we compare Pebbles’ qual-
ity of life with Rock’s quality of life, Wilma’s quality of life, 
Pebble’s society’s quality of life, or with the quality of life in 
societies with a higher or with a lower quality of life than 
Wilma’s society, or with the quality of life in her society a few 
generations back in time? These comparisons give different 
results as we see in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Whom or what should Pebbles’ fate be compared to? In this 
figure, Pebbles is supposed to be born in and belong to a society 
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with medium quality of life which is characterized by the sym-
bol ▹. W stands for Wilma. Low quality of life countries is rep-
resented by the symbol▿and high quality of life countries by the 
symbol▵. P stands for Pebbles and R stands for Rocks. Pebbles 
is, in the figure, below the line of medium quality of life coun-
tries even though she is born in one of these countries, because 
her quality of life is much lower than the average in medium 
countries – in fact her quality of life is near the average quality 
of life of those countries that have low quality of life. 

If we Compare Pebbles’ fate to Wilma’s fate, Rocks’ fate, or 
Pebble’s own society, then Pebble’s fate is comparatively un-
fairly bad. But if we compare Pebble’s fate with previous 
generations or the quality of life in societies with a low quali-
ty of life, Wilma’s choice has not led to Pebble’s fate being 
comparatively unfairly bad (see figure 1). How should we 
then be able to determine what it is reasonable to compare 
with? Does this mean that JP is arbitrary and can’t meet 
Boonin’s requirements for among other things modesty? Ac-
cording to this requirement a solution to the Non-Identity 
Problem should not have implications that are even more im-
plausible than the Implausible Conclusion (see the introduc-
tion section).  

Moral considerations regarding to what extent individuals, 
who get comparatively bad fates through no faults of their 
own, should be helped and compensated, are usually limited 
to the citizens or residents of a given society (See Elkins 2007). 
Though this limitation has been criticized, I believe that the 
same limitation is reasonable when evaluating whether peo-
ple’s fates are comparatively unfairly bad. It is unfair that a 
person who belongs to a certain group or society receives 
much worse conditions than the others in this group or socie-
ty, regardless of the conditions outside this group or society. 
It is certainly also true that it is unfair, or at least undeserved, 
that the citizens of some societies have a much lower quality 
of life than the citizens of other societies, but this unfairness is 
not something Wilma increases or decreases with her choices 
and not something she can be held accountable for. There-
fore, this broader inequality should not be the primary con-
sideration when establishing the possible wrongfulness of 
Wilma’s action.  
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But even if we make this limitation, the question remains: 
Should we compare Pebbles’ fate with Wilma’s, Rocks’ or 
with her society’s or with all of them. All these comparisons 
seem to generate the same results, but that doesn’t mean the 
question is irrelevant. Comparing Wilma’s fate to Rocks’ may 
seem implausible as Rocks never existed, but I think Rocks’ 
as well as Wilma’s and Pebbles’ society can all serve as rele-
vant counterpoints – they all show what should be expected of 
Pebbles’ quality of life. And one possible interpretation is that it 
is precisely this we should compare with when we evaluate if 
Pebbles’ fate is unfairly bad – with what would reasonably 
have been expected regarding the fate of Wilma’s children. 

To see if this is a reasonable assumption, I shall continue 
by considering the indirect version of the Non-Identity Prob-
lem and Parfit’s example with global warming. In this exam-
ple, the future people are born into a Hothouse Earth due to 
the current generation’s inability to make sufficient sacrifices 
and implement policies that would reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. However, the existence of these future people is 
dependent on this inability of the current generation and 
therefore we cannot show, with the help of the counterfactual 
account of harm, that the current generation would have 
harmed these future people. When we examine the example 
with the principle JP, the question is then whether the fates of 
the future people are comparatively unfairly bad, which 
would show that the behavior of the current generation was 
unjust and morally wrong. To determine whether the fates of 
the future people is comparatively unjustly bad, it is again 
crucial to know what their fate should be compared with. 

Above, we saw that a comparison with closely related 
people or groups or citizens of the same society seemed more 
plausible than a comparison with less closely related people 
or citizens from other countries. From this point of view, one 
could assume that the most relevant comparison, also in this 
example, would be one between the future humans among 
themselves. However, such a comparison is clearly not plau-
sible: If we were to compare the fates of future people with 
each other, then their fates would not be unfairly bad – how-
ever bad they would be – because all would share the same 
difficult lot. In the example with Wilma and Pebbles, the 
comparison with individuals from the same generation and 
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society was relevant because the question concerned whether 
the actions of a single individual, Wilma, were morally 
wrong, and the behaviors of the other individuals in her soci-
ety were assumed to be morally right. In this example, how-
ever, the question is whether the whole society has acted 
morally wrongly towards the future people, and therefore the 
comparison must be broadened and apply to people who are 
not assumed to have been exposed to unfairly bad fates. Or to 
put it another way: comparing the fates of the future humans 
with each other would be as misleading and as irrelevant as 
comparing the fate of Pebble with the fate of her twin sister if 
we assume that Wilma would have had twins, and both 
would have been born with a disability. 

What then is a reasonable yardstick to compare with? The 
next closest relevant comparison seems to be the nearest pre-
vious generation that is not assumed to be victims of unfairly 
bad fates – in other words the current generation. Here too 
we can assume that a reasonable comparison is limited to the 
same societies. The question that should be asked then is 
whether the fate of future people is unfairly bad compared to 
the fate of the current generation in the same societies, and 
that seems to be clear. If the current generation has a lifestyle 
that results in a Hothouse Earth for the future people, then 
the future people through no fault of their own have received 
comparatively unfairly bad living conditions. Furthermore, if 
it is the choice of the current generation that has resulted in 
this unfair relationship – as it would be – then this means that 
the current generation has acted unfairly and, on this ground, 
morally wrong. 

But also in this case, we can imagine that the yardstick that 
we compare to – or should compare to – is what quality of life 
the current generation could reasonably be able to offer the 
people of the future without making too many sacrifices. 
 
4. Conclusions and some considerations 

The Non-Identity Problem constitutes one of our times big-
gest conundrums in philosophy. Before this problem is 
solved, we do not have a coherent ethical theory regarding 
our moral responsibilities towards the future generations, 
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and philosophy’s ability to help humanity cope with perhaps 
its greatest challenge remains seriously compressed. 

In this paper, I have tried to make a first tentative investi-
gation into the question of whether The Non-Identity Prob-
lem could be solved with a justice-based theory that is partly 
based on our moral responsibility not to act in a way that 
leads to future people having comparatively unfairly difficult 
fates. 

The proposed Justice-Based Principle seeks to solve The 
Non-Identity Problem by evaluating Wilma’s action using 
two different yardsticks – one counterfactual and one justice-
based: Firstly, a comparison with how good off Pebbles oth-
erwise would have been, and secondly a comparison between 
her fate and the fates of other relevant people or with what 
kind of life it would reasonably have been expected that 
Wilma’s child should have. Since Pebble’s fate is significantly 
worse than these fates, Pebbles has on this second ground 
been exposed to an injustice in which Wilma is complicit. 
Wilma’s act was thus on this second ground morally wrong. 

A solution to the Non-Identity Problem should meet 
Boonin’s demands for independence, robustness, and modes-
ty (see introduction section). While I do believe that this theo-
ry could meet these requirements, at least after some further 
development, due to the lack of space, I have only briefly dis-
cussed this. Thus, it remains a question that others can take a 
stand on, and I can return to later. 
 

University of Helsinki  
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The future of political institutions -           
Foucault, genealogical critique, and the 

normative implications of his              
analysis of the state 

 
TUUKKA BRUNILA 

 
 
1. Introduction 

The political and normative entailments of Michel Foucault’s 
theory and his philosophical method have remained an issue 
for interpreting the meaning of his work. This is partly be-
cause Foucault himself is somewhat reluctant to define his 
own political orientation (Foucault 1994g, 593). However, 
more relevant is his explicit refusal to develop a normative 
framework for his method of analyzing the rationalities and 
practices of power. According to Foucault, his critical re-
search is supposed to be immanent rather than transcenden-
tal, and its main concern is making visible the rationalities 
and conceptualizations operating in power relations and 
practices that seem to us as if they were self-evident or invisi-
ble (Foucault 1994d, 180). In this context, a normative critique 
is inappropriate as it would have to begin with principles that 
transcend the objects of analysis. Furthermore, normative 
criteria would also contradict Foucault’s basic idea that there 
are no universal structures or immutable conditions—an idea 
that is the hypothesis behind his analyzes as their objective is 
to reveal the radically historically determined and politically 
changeable aspects of our present (Foucault 1994h, 574). 

However, many have argued that Foucault’s genealogical 
method is in fact contradictory as it both seeks to refrain from 
passing moral judgement, and yet it seems to imply that there 
is something about the objects of analysis that need to be 
struggled against. For example, in his explicit remarks re-
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gards regarding genealogy, Foucault claims that genealogy is 
meant to support struggles against specific practices of power 
(Foucault 1997, 11–12). For this reason, political philosophers 
like Nancy Fraser, Jürgen Habermas, and Charles Taylor, ar-
gue that Foucault is either not being open about his norma-
tive stance, making his method contradictory, or his lack of a 
normative framework makes his method unfit for supporting 
struggles against domination (Fraser 1981; 1985; Habermas 
1985; Taylor 1984). Furthermore, Mitchell Dean and Daniel 
Zamora claim that Foucault’s methodology is normative as it 
focuses on the practices of governing rather than state power 
because it therefore serves to redirect political struggle from 
the state to the non-state practices of power (Dean and Zamo-
ra, 2021, 5). While they are critical of this shift of focus, others 
argue that this is an important development, as Foucault 
makes visible the sites of struggle that are not state-centered 
(see de Lagasnerie 2020, 74; Laval 2015, 30; cf. Brunila 2023).  

In this article, I seek to re-evaluate Foucault’s normative 
standpoint to assess the usefulness of “genealogical critique,” 
as Martin Saar calls it (Saar 2007). In order to develop a nor-
mative reading of Foucault’s genealogical critique, I focus on 
its relevance for the critique of political institutions. While 
many, Saar included, underscore genealogy’s capacity to crit-
ically examine the production of subjectivity (see Oksala 
2016), genealogy has been applied to institutions as well (e.g. 
Lichtenstein 2020). Furthermore, Scholars such as Karsten 
Schubert have argued that Foucault’s methodological anti-
universalism and its thesis that politics are inherently contin-
gent lay the foundation for radical democratic institutions 
(Schubert 2021, 55). As I have argued elsewhere, such “post-
foundational” political theories are normative in so far as 
they defend plural and open democratic institutions (Brunila 
2022a; see Marchart 2018a). However, in order for post-
foundationalist attempts to harness Foucault’s methodologi-
cal insight for normative reasons, the problem regarding his 
genealogical method’s normativity will have to be answered. 

While Schubert and others have developed their own Fou-
cauldian universalist notions of freedom (Schubert 2019, see 
Mascaretti 2019), thus defending a universalist position that 
would create the basis for distinguishing between good and 
bad forms of governing, I focus on the way Foucault analyzes 
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political institutions and what normative ideas can be in-
ferred from it. This way, one does not have to connect Fou-
cault’s work with a universalist position but, instead, I 
develop an approach to critiquing political institutions with 
normative entailments. I illuminate Foucault’s critical method 
as one that underlines that political institutions are historical-
ly contingent, as they can be transformed for the means of 
various political rationalities and accommodate different 
practices of power. In this way, Foucault’s idea is not to ne-
gate or dismiss these institutions, but simply to understand 
them as being inherently historically contingent. I argue that 
this is because Foucault’s genealogy is meant to excavate ra-
tionalities and practices rather than institutions. Unlike Dean 
and Zamora argue, I claim that genealogy’s ability to disclose 
the contingent nature of political institutions is what makes it 
possible to understand these institutions as being transform-
able and therefore a site of political struggle. In contrast, if 
one were to approach political institutions as having an im-
mutable essence, the normative outcome would be to either 
affirm them as such or overthrow them. 

A good counterexample for the kind of attitude that essen-
tializes political institutions is Giorgio Agemben’s political 
theory, which used Foucault’s work to examine sovereign 
power (Agamben 1998), and whose main idea has been that 
the state and law are principally institutions of foundational 
sovereign violence. Recently, Agamben’s work has become 
relevant both because of the states of exceptions and the al-
leged use of sovereign power throughout the world during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (cf. Lehtinen and Brunila 2021) and 
because of his own comments on these events (Agamben 
2021). Relying on his unique Foucauldian reading of sover-
eignty and biopolitics, he has made controversial statements 
regarding pandemic governance by making comparisons be-
tween the Italian pandemic governance and National socialist 
rule (Agamben 2021, 36–37). Furthermore, Agamben claims 
that the pandemic makes us aware of the worrying issue of 
whether “some of the words that we keep on using—such as 
democracy, legislative power, elections, constitution—
actually lost their original meaning a long time ago” (ibid., 
65). For Agamben, all these institutions have ultimately lost 
their original purpose due to the government’s constant use 
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of exceptional measures, a practice that ultimately makes the 
state of exception the normal situation indistinguishable.  

Agamben’s theory seeks to interpret political institutions 
as having a core essence that transcends historical changes, 
meaning that these institutions are either good or bad, and 
they are politically useful only if they still retain this original 
essence. My argument is that this is contrary to Foucault’s 
own method. The genealogist opens up possibilities for the 
future by trying to understand the struggles and develop-
ments taking place within specific institutions and how dif-
ferent practices of power can operate through them.  

I develop my normative reading of genealogy by empha-
sizing its temporal nature. Instead of negating the past in a 
grand critical gesture by deeming it as something inherently 
corrupted, Foucault’s analyzes can be seen as a way to inter-
pret the past’s transformative potential. This is because Fou-
cault sees political institutions as being the result of historical 
processes, rather than the locus of universal essences, which 
one needs to either condemn or accept as such. Furthermore, 
the genealogical approach to institutions is normatively rele-
vant as it seeks to change the way we understand how we 
would seek to transform the present.1 In order to develop a 
normative reading of a critique of this kind, I focus on the 
principles of genealogical critique as a manner or attitude 
that approaches power from a very specific standpoint, which 
is temporal by nature. Genealogical critique brings together 
the past, the present, and the future for transformative rea-
sons. It is interested in the past for the sake of present politi-
cal struggles, the conditions of which have been shaped by 
past practices, power relations, and rationalities. By means of 
making present power relations transparent, the genealogist 
takes part in their own political context and for the sake of 
opening up new possibilities.2 

 
1 For Martin Saar, genealogical critique is mainly a manner of criticizing 
the present by means of analyzing its historical roots in the past. By mak-
ing the historical origins of our political present intelligible, genealogical 
critique “opens up a space of possibilities for other attitudes, actions and 
identities” (Saar 2007, 294). 
2 This means that genealogy wants, as Johanna Oksala puts it, to “open 
our eyes to the need for a political criticism” (Oksala 2007, 88; Saar 2007, 
318; see Tiisala 2017, 14). 
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2. Normative principles of genealogical critique 

In this section, I discuss how Foucault understands genealo-
gy. Instead of focusing on a methodological discussion re-
garding the details and possible inconsistencies of Foucault’s 
method in analyzing the rationalizations of power (see Bie-
bricher 2008), I want to clarify the central principles of gene-
alogy to elaborate its normative entailments for critique of the 
political institutions. However, one should always keep in 
mind that genealogy is not a master-key to understanding 
Foucault’s methodology. First of all, some scholars argue that 
Foucault is in fact not very concise with his method of analy-
sis, even when it comes to genealogy itself (see Rehmann 
2016). Second, Foucault distinguishes between “archeology”, 
a method common in Foucault’s early work, and genealogy. 
The former is meant as an excavation of discourses and their 
rules, practices, conjunctures, and ruptures (Foucault 1969, 
188–190). While archeology is about making discourses and 
their principles explicit in order to re-discover the struggles 
and exclusions that take place in them, genealogy is a “tactic” 
to take part in these struggles (Foucault 1997, 11–12). Geneal-
ogy, therefore, means re-evaluating and participating in the 
struggles that are inherent knowledge production and prac-
tices of power.  

In descriptive statements regarding genealogy, Foucault 
indeed understands genealogy as a normative endeavor. As 
Foucault puts it, archeology analyzes “the discourses that 
articulate how we think, talk and act,” and genealogy “dis-
closes the contingency of that which constitutes what we are 
in order to not be like that anymore” (Foucault 1994h, 574; em-
phasis added). There are two important ideas presented in 
this quote. Both are temporal, as they underline the role of 
genealogy for the present and the future. First, that genealogy 
reveals the contingency of those practices that constitute our 
subjectivity, that is, the way we currently exist and act. Our 
determinate existence is historical as it has been produced by 
various power-effects and discourses, which in themselves 
are not universal but local and particular to a specific time. 
Second, the discovery of this contingency leads to the possi-
bility of transforming the way we exist and the powers that 
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format our present. This section focuses on elaborating these 
two ideas for the sake of critiquing political institutions. 

However, some scholars have not been convinced about 
the normative side of Foucault’s genealogical method. A no-
table example is Habermas, who accuses Foucault of “crypto-
normativity”, that is, of the fact that genealogical analysis 
smuggles its normative entailments into the analysis implicit-
ly (Habermas 1985, 331). What Habermas means by this claim 
is that Foucault’s method is contradictory. He makes this ac-
cusation by pointing out that, first, Foucault claims both that 
his analysis does not make normative statements regarding 
his object of analysis and that it does not constitute a scientific 
discourse capable of being objective (ibid., 327). Genealogy, 
detached from normativity and objectivity, neither seeks to 
judge historical processes from a moral standpoint nor estab-
lish a science that would dominate over other forms of 
knowledge. Such a standpoint, for Habermas, is relativist as it 
cannot evaluate or disqualify normative and scientific claims 
(ibid., 330–331). Foucault’s standpoint is therefore incapable of 
giving reasons whether one should resist the practices and 
rationalities that he has made intelligible.  

However, Foucault’s analyzes seem to at least suggest that 
the effects of these practices are something to be struggled 
against.3 In fact, he claims that the motives behind his re-
search are political in so far as its objective is to emancipate 
us from the prevailing forms of exercising power (Foucault 
1994d, 180). Therefore, it seems that Foucault simply masks 
his normative stance behind the veil of his explicit notions 
regarding his genealogical method. For Habermas, this shows 
that Foucault’s method is contradictory and therefore useless 
for a critique of power. 

Fraser argues that, because Foucault’s theory of power 
makes it impossible to pass moral judgment, his work ends 
up “inviting questions which it is structurally unequipped to 
answer” (Fraser 1981, 281). Namely, it cannot establish a 
normative framework, which could distinguish between the 
good and bad practices of power. Similarly, Taylor argues 
that “Foucault’s analyzes seem to bring evils to light; and yet 

 
3 Todd May describes this as a “genealogical ethos” that is apparent to 
Foucault’s style of writing (May 2017, 170–171).  
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he wants to distance himself from the suggestion that would 
seem inescapably to follow that the negation or overcoming 
of these evils promotes a good” (Taylor 1984, 152). For both of 
them, Foucault cannot openly state what is wrong with the 
various practices of power that have been illuminated.  

These critiques have resulted in numerous rebuttals. For 
example, Giovanni Maria Mascaretti and Daniele Lorenzini 
both argue that neither Habermas nor Fraser appreciate the 
specific way Foucault understands critique (Mascaretti 2019, 
30; Lorenzini 2020).4 However, unlike Mascaretti, I do not 
focus on Foucault’s own ethical project of self-transformation 
(see Mascaretti 2019, 41–42), – a project that has to do with 
developing a universalist position regarding freedom (see 
Schuber 2021).5 While I agree that Foucault indeed sees self-
transformation as a way of realizing one’s freedom,6 I empha-
size that, in the context of political institutions,7 Foucault’s 
notion of genealogy itself entails a normative manner of ana-
lyzing as it makes institutions intelligible in a way that directs 
political action. 

 
4 As Raymond Geuss points out, Foucauldian critique is not meant to be a 
manner of either affirming or negating in the sense of “X is bad,” but a 
method for emphasizing the inherent dangers in X (Geuss 2002, 279). 
5 Here, I find Mattias Lehtinen’s position regarding democratic institu-
tions more plausible, as he develops an explicit normative framework 
from the ground up (see Lehtinen 2023). In contrast, Foucault’s principles 
are too weak to be developed into a full-grown democratic theory. 
6 In this context, I Fraser points out that Foucault’s understanding of free-
dom is too vague as it does not offer any idea what emancipation would 
actually mean. Rather, Foucault’s lack of normative theory of freedom 
means that all he can offer is rejecting the current situation for “an un-
known X”, which he refuses to elaborate as a matter of principle (Fraser 
1985, 180). Others, more sympathetic, have argued that Foucault’s under-
standing of freedom is negative in so far as Foucault values freedom from 
being governed, rather than freedom to govern (see Brännström 2011, 
124). 
7 In this way, I intend to evade Sandrine Rui’s correct observation that it is 
rather peculiar that Foucault’s concepts, which were originally meant to 
serve the purposes of critical inquiry, have been appropriated for a posi-
tive democratic programme (Rui 2013, 66). It seems to me that such a pro-
gramme would need a more explicit notion of democracy, one that would 
go beyond Foucault’s genealogical method. 
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I will discuss genealogy and political institutions in the 
next section and focus here on the two main temporal princi-
ples that are relevant regarding genealogy’s normativity. 
These principles establish that genealogy is a method of re-
vealing the contingency of our present and a participant in 
transforming it. Both derive from Nietzsche. He defines ge-
nealogy as a way of analyzing the past for the sake of under-
standing our present values and the powers that shape us in 
order to re-evaluate them. This task, according to Nietzsche, 
is only possible by means of looking at the historical condi-
tions and their development (Nietzsche 2014, 253). On the Ge-
nealogy of Morals analyzes how the practices of punishment 
have produced the present moral values of his time (ibid., 
294–297).8 The underlying hypothesis of this type of genealo-
gy is that the history of our present is the history of struggle 
for power, and that all re-interpretation and transformation 
are the continuation of this struggle for power (ibid., 313–314). 

The basic principle regarding contingency, operative in 
Foucault’s genealogy, is that the present is wholly contingent 
as there is nothing that transcends history. Institutions, iden-
tities, and practices of the present all have a historical origin. 
Contingency means that nothing in the present has risen out 
of necessity and therefore things could radically be otherwise. 
This type of research, as Thomas Marttila puts it, is based on 
“the ontological premise that social norms, values, beliefs, 
and rationales cannot reflect any external necessities such as 
the teleological course of history, objective material con-
straints, the inherent nature of human being, or the like” 
(Marttila 2015, 33). Ultimately, contingency entails that the 
foundation of our social relations and political order is de-
terminate in the sense that it excludes other possibilities. This 
exclusion requires power to bring about and uphold this or-
der against contestations.9  

Contingency, therefore, implies the ever-present possibility 
of conflict in our present circumstances and the capacity to 

 
8 Similarly, Foucault argues that his motivation behind analyzing the pris-
on system was a genealogy of morality (Foucault 1994i, 21). 
9 For Nietzsche, history does not progress towards a specific end but, in-
stead, the movement of history is simply a series of struggles for greater 
power (Nietzsche 2014, 314) 
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contest it (see Marchart 2018b, 33). For Foucault, contingency 
refers to the fact that our social and political situation is born 
out of struggle. The task of genealogy is to bring about the 
decisions and exclusions that are part of the history of our 
own situation. Genealogy re-discovers the “discontinued, 
disqualified, non-legitimized” aspects that have been force-
fully excluded in the past to make way for the specific prac-
tices and production of knowledge (Foucault 1997, 10).  

Because our present social and political world is historical-
ly contingent, it means that the prevailing order is contesta-
ble. For genealogy, therefore, the task is to emancipate the 
subjugated (Foucault 1997, 11). This emancipatory potential is 
inherent to genealogy as it is meant to open up possibilities 
for change. “I do not conduct analyzes to say: here is how 
things are, you are trapped. I talk about these things only be-
cause I consider them to be transformable” (Foucault 1994c, 
93). This means that the genealogist is not above the analysis, 
as if the motivations and methodological decisions would 
transcend the analysis of the past. Instead, Foucault sees the 
genealogy as tied to the present and enmeshed in power rela-
tions, meaning that it is not possible to remain in an objective 
position from which to evaluate various political systems 
(Biebricher 2008, 366; see Marchart, 2007, 4).  

However, does this mean that Foucault is tied to the Nie-
tzschean idea that genealogy, too, strives for power and that 
Foucault seeks to re-interpret the past to advance his own 
will to power? For Nietzsche, everything that takes place in 
history is simply striving for power, “and all seizing and ris-
ing to power is re-interpretation” (Nietzsche 2014, 314). To be 
sure, others inspired by Nietzsche argue that all politics is 
simply about striving for exerting one’s will over others. For 
example, according to Max Weber, “who is taking part in pol-
itics, strives for power” (Weber 1992, 158–159). However, 
Foucault’s point is not to replace one regime with another. 
Rather, the task of critique is to challenge, limit, transform, 
escape and displace present forms of governing for the sake 
of emancipation from extensive forms of governing. As Fou-
cault puts it, such a task can be characterized as “the art of 
not being governed so much” (Foucault 2015, 37). While 
power itself might be something ineradicable, the way we are 
being governed can be made less forceful and total by means 



242   Tuukka Brunila 
 
of criticizing practices and opening up sites of resistance.10 As 
I pointed out above, Foucault’s idea is that genealogy would 
help us with emancipating ourselves from the prevailing 
practices of power. 

When it comes to emancipation, which is made possible by 
the genealogical method, however, it does not entail an out-
right dismissal of past practices. As Foucault puts it in an in-
terview, the point of genealogy is not to portray all power as 
bad but to understand the dangerousness inherent to its prac-
tices. This means that, rather succumbing to apathy, “if eve-
rything is dangerous, we can always do something” 
(Foucault 1994a, 386). Instead of diagnosing all endeavors to 
transform power-relations as doomed to fail, since all power 
is bad anyway, Foucault wants to show that the prevailing 
practices that we face currently are dangerous and that they 
should be resisted and transformed. However, this also 
means that change for the mere sake of change can be dan-
gerous. As Foucault puts it, some of the most dangerous po-
litical traditions originate with the idea that everything in our 
social world needs to be transformed (Foucault 1994h, 575).  

Based on Foucault’s explicit remarks, genealogy is explicit-
ly normative, as it is meant to take part in the struggle for the 
sake of opening up possibilities. This is evident in the tem-
poral nature of genealogy, as it seeks to uncover the past for 
transforming the present and opening up future possibilities. 
Specifically, genealogy does not seek to negate the past but, 
instead, interpret it as dangerous and therefore transforma-
ble. In the next section, I argue that this insight is tied to Fou-
cault’s genealogical method as it is meant to excavate the 
various powers that affect us in the present rather than the 
history of various institutions and their origin. Instead of 
looking for Foucault’s political convictions or values, like 
Dean and Zamora have done (2021), the method itself is nor-
mative11 as it uncovers political institutions in a way that sees 

 
10 As Joonas Martikainen puts it, “the role of critical theory is to identify 
the ways the current social arrangements are oppressive towards a large 
majority of mankind” (Martikainen 2021, 13). 
11 Or according to Porcher, it is normative rather than normativist (Porch-
er, 2023). 
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them as transformable rather than as things to be over-
thrown. 
 
3. Genealogical method in analyzing the state 

I have now established the central principles of genealogical 
critique, which is a strategy to uncover the contingent and 
contestable historical basis of our present. According to Laura 
Jenkins, genealogy therefore analyzes the processes of “form-
ing necessities, permanence, immobility, closure, and fatalism 
and concealing/negating or removing contingency” (Jenkins 
2011, 160). In this section, I develop the normative entail-
ments in Foucault’s method by focusing on political institu-
tions, specifically the state and law. I argue that, since the 
temporal character of genealogy is present here, as Foucault 
seeks to argue that the state and law are historically contin-
gent and therefore transformable, this means that the way 
Foucault analyzes political institutions is also normative. The 
way Foucault approaches these institutions is by pointing out 
that throughout history they have been appropriated by vari-
ous political rationalities and practices of power. These forms 
of rationalizing power, such as biopolitics, and the practices 
that they entail, such as biopower, are distinct from the insti-
tutions through which they operate. The state, instead of 
forming its own distinct essence, is a historically contingent 
conglomerate of various prevalent rationalities and practices. 
I argue that it is this approach to political institutions that 
makes Foucault’s genealogy normative. 

In the context of state and law, Foucault was very open 
about the normative entailments of his work. For him, politi-
cal theory is stuck on analyzing power as sovereign power. 
“We are still attached to a specific image of power as law, 
power as sovereignty, of which analyzes of legal theory and 
monarchical institutions draw upon. It is especially from this 
image, that is, privileging the theory of law and sovereignty, 
from which we have to free ourselves in order to analyze 
power in its concrete workings and historical processes.” 
(Foucault 1976 118–119.) Here, Foucault’s temporal and there-
fore normative ethos is fairly visible as he argues that the way 
we understand power is tied to emancipation. 
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Foucault claims that the state is “heartless” (Foucault 
2004a, 79). By this, he simply means that the state should not 
be analyzed as having its own essence but rather as a target 
of various discourses and the collection of multiple practices 
(Foucault, 2004a 5–6; Foucault 1994b, 150). This is directly 
tied to his methodological principles regarding analysis: in-
stead of beginning with universals such as the state, Foucault 
wants to study various powers that expand throughout socie-
ty (Foucault 2004a, 5). Instead of assuming the state as the 
centralisation of power, Foucauldian genealogy begins with 
the practices of power in order to understand the historical 
nature of state power and its process of centralizing various 
capacities. Multiple practices become colonized by the state to 
serve certain interests, such as bourgeoisie ones (Foucault 
1997, 29–30). In his lecture series on liberalism, The Birth of 
Biopolitics, Foucault describes this process of colonization as 
“statification” (étatisation), which namely means bringing var-
ious practices and powers under state control (Foucault, 
2004a, 79). The state is a superstructure that is a historically 
contingent collection of various practices and powers, or, the 
site of meta-power (Foucault 1994b, 150).  

Foucault’s main methodological idea regarding why the 
state should not be the starting point for political theory and 
analysis is that this will lose sight of powers and its practices 
that operate throughout social relations. For this reason, Fou-
cault did not find fruitful the distinction between state and 
society, that is, the distinction between power and the social. 
We are not simply being influenced from above or by the 
state. Instead, “it should rather be assumed that multiple rela-
tions of forces operate in the apparatuses of production, fami-
ly, minor groups and institutions are the basis for large 
divisions that traverse throughout the social body” (Foucault 
1976, 124). All social relations implicate power relations; and 
they cannot be reduced to the top-down power of the state. 

In order to analyze how power succeeds in permeating the 
individual and social relations, one must forgo the idea of 
power as mere repression and prohibition (Foucault, 1976, 
20). Power as repression, Foucault claims, is based on a jurid-
ical notion of power as simply establishing external limits to 
the citizen’s conduct. In this way, power-relation is simply a 
negative relation that establishes a rule that prohibits (Fou-
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cault 1976, 110–111). Furthermore, such a conception under-
stands power as a unity, which means that power functions 
always in the same way by means of law and prohibition 
“from the state to the family, from prince to the father, from 
the tribunal to quotidian small punishment, from the social 
domination to the constructive structures of the subject itself” 
(Foucault 1976, 112). Such a notion of power is incapable of 
genealogically revealing the different and multifaceted nature 
of these various power relations. Specifically, Foucault warns 
against beginning an analysis of modern power relations with 
an abstract idea of law or the state, as that will simply serve 
to obfuscate power.  

In order to argue that the sovereign model has become ob-
solete, Foucault analyzes the medieval model of state power, 
or the “royal model”, which identifies the state with the 
wielder of sovereign power. Ever since the medieval times, 
western societies have understood power by means of law 
(Foucault 1976, 115). This royal model understands power as 
being centralized and legitimated by means of law and sub-
jection through citizenship. Here, power is strictly under-
stood as prohibition, which is the will of the sovereign king 
exerting power over subjects (Foucault 1994b, 150). 

Sovereign power is based on the idea that power is unified 
to the sovereign for the state to be capable of establishing 
subjection by means of overpowering its citizens (Foucault 
1997, 38–39). This means, above all, coercion. Theories of sov-
ereign power seek to make this coercion legitimate by means 
of arguing why such domination is in fact justified. Here, 
Hobbes is the paradigmatic example. Power must be unified 
to the sovereign in order to make sure that subjects limit their 
actions in fear of punishment (Hobbes 2018 XIII, § 62–63).12 
Without coercive power, Hobbes claims, peace within a socie-
ty would be lost as “covenants, without the Sword, are but 
Words, of no strength to secure a man at all” (Hobbes 2018 
XVII, § 85). The only way to uphold order, is to confer all 

 
12 Similarly, Rousseau claims in The Social Contract that “the sole means 
that they still have of preserving themselves is to create, by combination, a 
totality of forces sufficient to overcome the obstacles resisting them, to 
direct their operation by a single impulse, and make them act in unison” 
(2008 I, vi; emphasis added). 
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power to the sovereign who will “reduce all their Wills, by 
plurality of voices, unto one Will”, that is, to form the sover-
eign is to submit will and judgment to the sovereign (Hobbes 
2018 XVII, § 87; see Foucault 2013, 29).  

Foucault understands the royal model as a theory that re-
duced power to law and law to coercion, so that the royal 
model thinks that “law is always referred to as a sword” 
(Foucault 1976, 189). Ultimately, it is simply the subject’s 
preference to live rather than be killed that establishes legiti-
mate subjection and absolute centralized coercive power 
(Foucault 1997, 82). Violence therefore defines the sovereign 
use of power since the fear of violence will make sure that 
citizens obey laws and limit their actions for the sake of civil 
order (Foucault 2013, 12). 

Foucault’s genealogies make analyzing the state in the old 
medieval model of equating it with sovereign power obsolete 
for various reasons. For example, the development of modern 
life sciences makes it possible for those who govern to target 
populations and individuals based rather than simply by 
means sovereign coercion (Foucault 1994e, 192–193). Foucault 
calls this kind of power “biopower,” the power targeting the 
population as an object of medical and biological practices. It 
is distinct from the state’s sovereign power as it seeks to max-
imize the health of the population or the individual by means 
of healthcare, statistics and other such practices (Foucault 
1976, 181; Foucault 1997, 214; Oksala 2010, 36; Erlenbusch-
Anderson 2020, 8). Similarly, in Discipline and Punish, Fou-
cault analyzes how modern disciplinary practices and super-
vision target the individual’s body to produce desired 
conduct (Foucault 2011, 161–163).  

The development of these powers targeting the body and 
the population alter and transform the practices that states 
have available. For example, Foucault describes how pun-
ishment in the royal model has a juridical-political function to 
remind the citizens of the power of the monarch. For this rea-
son, punishment was always public and was meant to restore 
the king’s authority in the minds of subjects (Foucault, 2011 
59–60). In contrast, new disciplinary methods target the indi-
vidual’s body to direct behavior (Foucault, 2011, 353). Simi-
larly, in the History of Sexuality, Foucault argues that during 
early modernity governing shifts dealing with legitimate sub-
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jection of citizens into focusing on populations to influence 
the population’s birth-rate, life expectancy, fertility, health, 
and other aspects central to upholding vitality (Foucault 1976, 
36). 

For this reason, Foucault argues that neither the state nor 
law can be analyzed as historically transcendental categories. 
While the royal model understood law as the sovereign pow-
er’s instrument for prohibition, the disciplinary methods 
transform law into a tool for the normalization and produc-
tion of normal behavior (Foucault 2011, 355). Therefore, Fou-
cault does not argue that law has become obsolete but that as 
a practice it has been transformed for new purposes and ap-
plications (Foucault 1976, 116). Instead of equating the state 
with sovereign power, Foucault argues that the state is a “me-
ta-power” that appropriates various powers and practices 
that are available to it. As a meta-power, the state is a histori-
cal entity that takes over or “stratifies” historically deter-
mined powers. This centralization of powers is distinct from 
sovereign power as the latter is merely one way the state ex-
erts its power. While Foucault agrees that sovereign power is 
still relevant – as powers targeting citizens, populations, and 
bodies complement one another rather than replace – the state 
is an altogether different entity from its medieval equivalent 
(Foucault 2004b, 109–110). 

Inherent to these analyzes of various rationalizations and 
practices of powers is that law and state as institutions are 
historically contingent and are not defined by a specific es-
sence. The critique regarding law in the History of Sexuality is 
not targeted against analyzes of law as such but against the 
royal model’s interpretation of law as being outdated. Fur-
thermore, in contrast to Dean and Zamora’s argument that 
Foucault shifts our focus from the state, the critique of the 
royal model is not a critique of analyzes of the state. Instead, 
Foucault’s genealogical analysis shows that identifying the 
state with sovereign power is not enough. What is needed is a 
conception of political institutions that is not based on estab-
lishing fixed essences, one that would understand the rela-
tionship between law and coercion, and state and 
sovereignty, as historically contingent. 

I will now move onto further developing the normative 
aspect of the genealogical approach to political institutions. 
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As I mentioned in the introduction, others, too, have empha-
sized this. For example, Christian Laval argues that Fou-
cault’s notion of the multiplicity of power achieves 
multiplying the sites of resistance to non-legal and other so-
cial spheres (Laval 2015, 41–42; see Foucault 1976, 126–127). 
Similarly, Geoffroy de Lagesnerie has argued that a critique 
that “exalts the law, the political, or sovereignty is not only 
unsatisfactory but, on the contrary, potentially regressive and 
reactionary” (de Lagasnerie 2020, 74). However, I do not 
agree with these claims that Foucault’s theory necessitates a 
complete dismissal of law as a site of struggle (see Laval 2015, 
30). To be sure, in the royal model resistance to power takes 
place solely by means of law (Foucault 1976, 116). This meant 
specifically legal struggles to limit and restrict sovereign 
power and bind it to law (Foucault 1997, 31), so that law is 
the way in which the excessiveness and absoluteness of sov-
ereign power is countered (Foucault 2004a, 8–10). Instead, as I 
have argued in this section, Foucault does not establish a 
general conception of law but understands it as an instru-
ment that changes according to the practices of power and its 
relations (see Brännström, 2014; cf. Mazères 2017). It is this 
aspect that I want to underline in the next section. 

 
4. Genealogy and the future after the pandemic 

So far, I have established that genealogical critique is meant 
to analyze the past for the sake of understanding the political 
possibilities of the present. As Martin Saar puts it, genealogi-
cal critique is a method that approaches the present political 
situation through the analysis of its historical origins (Saar 
2007, 9). Genealogical analysis clarifies the way in which 
power constitutes our own identity and political practices. In 
this sense, it is always an immanent critique of the political 
reality that we inhabit (Saar 2007, 21, 69, 222). By showing 
how these origins are in fact contingent, a genealogist opens 
up opportunities to transform our political future (Saar 2007, 
294; Oksala, 2016, 7; Marchart, 2018b, 31-33; Lemke 2019, 374). 
I will elaborate why this approach, in the context of political 
institutions, is in fact normative as it entails a specific analysis 
of our political present. 
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Here, I seek to problematize Agamben’s reading of what 
can be inferred from Foucault’s genealogical analyzes of state 
power. In contrast to Agamben, Foucault wanted to counter 
reproducing what he called the “royal model,” that is, the 
monarchist image of power as being centralized to the king. 
For this reason, Foucault engaged in the genealogy of the 
state as the history of various practices that are more or less 
centralized to the state. This historical account is not about a 
temporary succession of exclusionary forms of power, but 
simply their correlation and the way in which they function 
together. New forms of power do not simply replace sover-
eignty and judicial practices. Instead, as Oksala puts it, sover-
eign power is complemented by practices such as disciplinary 
and biopolitical practices (Oksala 2012, 94).  

For Foucault, political theory seemed to be stuck on sover-
eign power, so much so that one of his main motivations was 
to “cut short the recurring summoning of the master and the 
monotone affirmation of such power” (Foucault 2004b, 56). 
By this, he meant that the fact that political theory was still 
stuck on the royal model was not only descriptively false, but 
also normatively problematic, as it tends to affirm the exist-
ence and justification of such power as the sole form of politi-
cal power. Foucault did not mince words when he stated that 
“we need a political philosophy that does not base itself on 
the problem of sovereignty, […], the head of the king needs to 
be cut, and this has not yet been done in political theory” 
(Foucault 1994b, 150). In analyzing political institutions, such 
as the state or law, Foucault’s methodology amounts to a spe-
cific approach, one that underscores their historically contin-
gent nature, rendering them dangerous rather than evil. 

The main take-away is the critique of identifying the state 
with sovereign power. The main issue for Foucault is analyti-
cal: political theorists are incapable of recognizing the multi-
faceted and productive nature of power. In order to 
illuminate what is normative about this, I contrast it to a 
branch of political theory that is first of all still tied to the 
royal model of power and, second, has become problematic 
for our present purposes after the pandemic. I refer to theo-
ries of the state of exception, that is, both descriptive and 
normative theories regarding the state’s emergency measures 
during abnormal situations. By means of this discussion, I 
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intend to flesh out what is normatively unique to genealogi-
cal critique. 

Like genealogists, I will begin with a short discussion 
about the past theories of the state of exception by discussing 
Carl Schmitt’s influential theory. For Schmitt sovereign pow-
er is the power capable of making decisions and upholding 
order. Schmitt infamously defines the sovereign as the one 
who decides on a state of exception (Schmitt 2015a, 13). The 
exceptional situation is a grave threat to the political order 
and must be countered with power capable of acting without 
legal limits.13 Similar to Hobbes, Schmitt argues that such a 
power that can act extra-legally has to have the highest au-
thority and a centralized power structure (Schmitt 2015a, 18). 
Furthermore, like Hobbes, this kind of coercive power is nec-
essary for law to exist, because power creates order in which 
norms and laws can become valid as “there is no norm that 
would be valid in chaos” (Schmitt 2015a, 19). This means that, 
because the law is only valid insofar as there is an authority 
capable of upholding, enacting and interpreting it, sovereign 
decision is the foundation of law (Schmitt 2015a, 15). 

Schmitt develops a constitutional theory of exceptional sit-
uations to authorize legally unbound coercive power. Since 
the decision a sovereign must make is an exception to the 
norm, this decision is not legal but political and therefore de-
rives its legitimacy from pre-legal political legitimacy 
(Schmitt 2015b, 41). This political legitimacy is therefore the 
essence of state constitution rather than specific constitutional 
laws (Schmitt 1993 3–5, 148–149). In emergencies, the sover-
eign is not bound by laws but is authorized by the political 
order (Schmitt 1993, 26–27). It is for this reason that sovereign 
power can legitimately put the entirety of the constitution 
aside.  

 
13 According to Kim Lane Scheppele, the main principle of Schmitt’s theo-
ry of exceptional measures is that “the sovereign must have all of the less-
er-included powers-for example, the power to decide when the situation 
has ceased to be ‘normal,’ thereby justifying the declaration of emergency, 
the power to determine when the emergency is over so that the rule of law 
may be safely restored, and the power to specify which political actors 
normally protected by the rule of law lose their protection in the interim” 
(Scheppele 2004, 1010). 
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Schmitt’s theory has been appropriated both for normative 
and descriptive reasons. A well-known normative appropria-
tion is Eric A. Posner and Adrian Vermeule‘s defense of 
Schmittian principles after the September 11 attacks. In line 
with Schmitt, they argue that “ex ante legal rules cannot 
regulate crises in advance, because unanticipated events will 
invariably arise” (Posner and Vermeule 2011, 42). An emer-
gency requires an exception to law, as the general nature of 
law is by definition incapable of anticipating exceptional 
events, meaning that there must be a sovereign authority ca-
pable of interpreting specific events as warranting emergency 
measures. In descriptive context, Agamben has argued that 
Schmitt is right that law cannot account for the exception and 
therefore sovereign power is a necessary aspect of any legal 
order (Agamben 1998, 21; Agamben 2005, 1–2). For this rea-
son, Agamben argues, the legal order itself normalizes the 
exceptional measures, as its very validity is dependent on 
sovereign power. 

During the pandemic, both of these perspectives have be-
come relevant as political forces have sought to unbind sov-
ereign power. These theories might be useful for 
understanding the dangers inherent in emergency measures. 
To a greater or a lesser extent, Hungary and France legislated 
during the pandemic in order to authorize the executive 
power with far-reaching extra-legal powers. Both enacted 
legislation that enabled the state of exception practically to 
continue for an indefinite amount of time (Basilien-Gainche 
2022, 441–444; Kovács 2022, 262–263). Furthermore, one could 
argue in line with Agamben’s idea that, at least in these coun-
tries, the exception has indeed become the norm (Agamben, 
2021, 84), as both countries have also upheld a state of excep-
tion since 2015. In Hungary, the government decided on a 
“migration emergency” (Halmi, 2021, 304; Kovács 2022, 260). 
France declared a state of exception due to the November 
2015 Paris terrorist attacks. Both of these states of exceptions 
are still in place (Basilien-Gainche 2022, 434). 

While referring to Schmitt’s understanding about excep-
tional measures is indeed relevant, it matters how we ap-
proach these measures. In contrast to Foucault, Agamben’s 
analysis generalizes Schmitt’s theory to concern all state 
measures in a way that seems to give ground to the worri-
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some normative aspects of Schmitt’s theory. This is especially 
the case in recent theories of exceptional measures before the 
pandemic. For example, Gian Giacomo Fusco argues that all 
exceptions are by nature Schmittian (Fusco 2020, 33). Like 
Posner and Vermeule, he seems to ascribe to the royal model 
of power arguing that the state is identical with sovereign 
power. On the one hand, if an analysis of exceptional 
measures starts with the royal model, exceptional measures 
seem necessarily Schmittian and therefore must be rejected 
outright. On the other hand, if exceptional measures were 
seen as necessary during the pandemic (see Pozen and 
Scheppele 2020), then this kind of theory has to accept 
Schmitt’s normative theory. 

Agamben is a notorious example here as his theory identi-
fies sovereign power with political institutions (Agamben 
1998, 6). He fails to underscore the contingent and historical 
aspects of Foucault’s theory of the state. Instead of arguing 
that law and the state are contingent institutions that change 
over time, Agamben confounds them with sovereign power 
in a way that critics have described as transcendental. As Ser-
gei Prozorov puts it, “to diagnose the present or any other 
state of affairs as a global state of exception, itself indistinct 
from the normal state and hence not really exceptional, is 
hardly a valuable insight, even when it might be accepted as 
a logical implication of the definition of the ‘original activity’ 
of sovereign power” (Prozorov 2021, 10). By identifying the 
law and the state with sovereign power, Agamben loses the 
sight of Foucault’s ideas regarding the role of the critique and 
possibilities of resistance. If law is fundamentally bad, a mere 
instrument for sovereign violence, then the only outcome is 
the dismissal of law altogether. According to Leila 
Brännström, Agamben’s “assumptions are built on a percep-
tion of law as a machine whose workings, effects, and possi-
bilities are given beforehand – once and for all” (Brännström 
2008, 23). In the context of the pandemic, one might argue 
against Agamben that he overlooks the fact that in many 
countries the law was able to limit sovereign power and up-
hold the rule of law. 

Foucauldian genealogy does not deny the possibility that 
sovereign power could take over. As I pointed out above, for 
Foucault the role of critique is to underline the dangerousness 
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of various practices. However, simply because a political in-
stitution is dangerous does not mean that it should be dis-
missed categorically. Rather, genealogy opens up possibilities 
for resistance that might take forms that appropriate legal or 
state measures. For example, in contrast to Posner and Ver-
meule, who argue that the executive is de facto legally un-
bound (Posner and Vermeule 2011, 207–208), both judicial 
and legislative branch were vital to upholding the rule of law 
and administering legal limits to executive power (see Far-
zamfar and Salminen 2020; Scheinin and Molbæk-Steensig 
2021). Similarly, in his political activism, Foucault himself 
argued for the rights of the governed against excessive gov-
erning (Foucault 1994j, 362; Foucault 1994f, 390). Further-
more, we should analyze exceptional measures without 
ascribing to the royal model in order to see that during the 
pandemic, the state operated on multiple levels as a meta-
power. For example, the state distributed vaccinations, ad-
ministered quarantines and controlled border-crossing. For 
Foucault, such pandemic measures are all distinct and cannot 
be reduced to sovereign power (Foucault 2004b, 61–63; Fou-
cault 2011, 232–233). In this sense, the state needs to be ana-
lyzed as a meta-power that is contingent and therefore a 
possible object of future transformations. 

 
5. Conclusions 

In this article, I have argued that the principles operative in 
Foucault’s genealogical analysis are normative as they affect 
the way in which genealogy approaches political institutions. 
I did this by identifying the temporality of Foucault’s geneal-
ogy. Genealogy seeks to understand the political struggles of 
the present by means of understanding their historical roots 
in the past in order to open up new political possibilities in 
the future. I clarified that the basic principles of genealogical 
critique are contingency and emancipation. First, genealogy 
establishes the contingency of the present practices of power 
and its relations. Second, genealogists engage in these studies 
to take part in emancipating the present from domination. 
After discussing these principles, I presented Foucault’s ge-
nealogical approach to political institutions. I argued that for 
Foucault, instead of being universal and ahistorical, political 
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institutions are historically contingent and accommodate var-
ious forms of political rationalities and practices of power. 
For example, the genealogy of the state sees the state as a 
form of meta-power, which varies over time according to the 
power relations and practices of its time. From this discussion 
of the state as meta-power, I elaborated on how Foucault’s 
approach to political institutions differs from contemporary 
political theories that instead seek to understand the state 
solely as wielder of sovereign power. I argued that, from the 
genealogist’s perspective, such theorists are both descriptive-
ly and normatively problematic, especially after the pandem-
ic, as they lose sight of other forms of power at play during 
exceptional situations such as a pandemic, but also because 
they present us with scant normative possibilities for trans-
formation. 

However, this does not necessarily mean that Foucauldian 
genealogy is the right approach to political institutions. Ac-
cording to Johanna Oksala, Foucault’s approach to the state 
was meant to counter analyzes of the state as “the root of all 
political problems” by emphasizing that the state encom-
passed multiple various practices and rationalities (Oksala, 
2012, 30). While this was indeed his intention, as I have 
pointed out above, perhaps the state is still something more 
than just meta-power. As some Marxists have argued, state 
power is an important factor in understanding the reproduc-
tion of the capitalist means of production (Bonefeld 2019; see 
Brunila 2022). This ties in with Fraser’s critique that Fou-
cault’s refusal to discuss ideologies, economic domination, 
and state interests, coupled with his focus on micro-powers 
and the capillary character of modern power, simply serves 
to hide domination and the workings of the ruling classes 
(Fraser 1985, 280–281).14 Similarly, because Foucault’s analy-
sis of governmentalities did not begin with analyzing the 
state (Foucault, 2004a, 4-5; Brännström, 2014, 42; Behrent, 

 
14 While Foucault does indeed point out that the bourgeoisie have indeed 
colonized various practices for their own interests (Foucault 1997, 29–30), 
he denies the idea that power is something that power could be seen as 
serving some subject’s specific interests. Power is intentional as it serves 
specific goals and objectives, but these goals and interests are not the out-
come of a decision (Foucault 1976, 124–125). 
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2019, 10), Dean and Zamora argue that it is specifically Fou-
cault’s method that has redirected contemporary political in 
the wrong direction with its disregard of the state and sover-
eign power (Dean and Zamora, 2021, 201). 

My contribution elaborates the normatively specific way 
Foucault’s genealogical method indeed discloses political in-
stitutions – and it therefore has a determinate scope with its 
limits. By separating the practices of power and political insti-
tutions, genealogy ultimately refuses to discuss state power 
as such. The state and other political institutions are a con-
glomerate of various practices. It becomes unclear if the state 
indeed can be anything whatsoever. Obviously the law and 
the state can function as instruments, but as instruments they 
might serve some interests and objectives better than others. 
Furthermore, when it comes to transforming the state, even if 
it is a historically contingent phenomenon, its possibilities 
aren’t limitless.  
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