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Preface

The aim of philosophy, abstractly formulated, is to understand 
how things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang to-
gether in the broadest possible sense of the term.

— Wilfrid Sellars, “Philosophy and the Scientific Image 
of Man”

What counts as explaining how things hang together? An analytical phi-
losopher typically answers questions such as this by providing an under-
lying logical structure, for logic makes inferential moves explicit and so 
aids in evaluating rational rectitude. For reasons that I attempt to make 
convincing and compelling, the focus in the first four chapters is on how 
this evaluative process unfolds in the case of historical explanation. As 
will be noted in chapter 1, an important reason for this approach is that 
history has lived in the methodological shadows since its emergence as 
an academic discipline. On the one hand, histories are a form of em-
pirical inquiry, and as such claim to provide a type of knowledge. On the 
other hand, the form that histories typically take— narratives, stories— 
has always appeared at odds for one reason or another with explanatory 
formats found in other recognized sciences.

This seeming incongruity in explanatory approaches has created a 
standing philosophical puzzle regarding how to rationally evaluate his-
torical explanations with regard to their epistemic legitimacy. For the 
type of inference structures used in other sciences could not be squared 
with what narrative form seemed to provide. This tension between a logic 
of science and the study of narrative form can be heard in a remark 
once made by the philosopher of science Clark Glymour (1980, ix): “If 
it is true that there are but two kinds of people in the world— the logical 
positivists and the god- damned English professors— then I suppose I am 
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a logical positivist.” The philosophically minded, as I understand Gly-
mour’s complaint, look for demonstrably logical evaluative criteria. The 
rest, including presumably narrative theorists, make do with something 
less. For many decades, this bleak dichotomy seemed both depressingly 
apt and yet also a nearly insurmountable challenge for those who, like 
myself, wished to see narrative as a legitimate form of explanation (see 
also, e.g., Kuukkanen 2015).

Indeed, for the entire existence of analytical philosophy of history 
as a subfield debates within it on the topic of historical explanation have 
been configured by theoretical discourses drawn from either logical posi-
tivism or narrative theorizing. A few philosophical voices attempted to al-
ter this conversation (e.g., Louis Mink and Leon Goldstein). For reasons 
yet unknown, these efforts to keep the philosophical conversation afloat 
were swamped by a tsunami of narrative theorizing initiated by the work 
of Hayden White (see especially chapter 5). This wave swept aside all dis-
cussions of explanatory or epistemic norms (see Roth 1992). And in any 
case analytical philosophical discussion regarding the epistemic status of 
narrative history never managed to fully free itself from the grip of posi-
tivism. For even with the fall of positivism from philosophical ascendency, 
no alternative analyses of logical form or of explanation arose that took 
narrative per se as legitimate.

From a purely analytical perspective, no evaluative significance at-
taches to White’s “content of the form”— the narrative structures that 
must be imposed to provide meaning to a morass of data.1 Narrative theo-
rists for their part pursue analyses of narrative which quite pointedly do 
not include concerns for the verification of causal or factual claims or in 
general any matter related to issues of epistemic evaluation. Nor is there 
any obvious reason why they should. What makes for the structural coher-
ence of a narrative need not intersect with a philosopher’s interest in a 
logical link between explanans and explanandum. Thus, narrative theory 
neither exhibits an interest in nor offers any resources for addressing 
philosophical concerns. But historians at least both write narratives and 
claim to be offering nonfiction, viz., knowledge of what happened and 
why. So histories as narratives fully square neither with the focus of philo-
sophical analysis nor with that of narrative theorists. In consequence, the 
epistemic and evaluative questions raised by narratives qua explanations 
remain unanswered.

This lacuna effectively precluded making explanations in narrative 
form candidates for rational evaluation. As a result, what has come to 
mark philosophy or theory of history is that issues and concerns primary 
for philosophers have no bearing on the interests of the dominant narra-
tivist discourse. Even worse, positions polarized and became increasingly 
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antagonistic insofar as individuals in each of Glymour’s groupings came 
to view those not in their theoretical cadre as offering only irrelevancies.

In order to move past this long- standing impasse in debate within 
philosophy and theory of history, this book demonstrates that there exists 
an unrecognized alternative to the grim dichotomy explicitly stated by 
Glymour and implicitly accepted by many in this field. In developing this, 
it aims to be a successor project to a tradition in analytical philosophy 
of history that links back to work by Arthur C. Danto and Louis Mink. 
For in their work can be found a basis for making narrative explanation 
once again a theoretically viable and practically relevant issue. However, 
this book also endorses the primacy of narrative form in the case of his-
torical explanation, and thus the constructivist position long advocated 
by Hayden White and the narrativist theorizing that follows from his work.

But the narrativist and constructivist orientation of the latter have 
implicitly been taken to be orthogonal to the normative and evaluative 
concerns of analytical philosophy. This is a false dichotomy. The arc of 
discussion this book transcribes begins in chapter 1 by identifying those 
problems of historical explanation that concern me both in terms of 
debates within analytical philosophy and in terms of characteristics spe-
cific to narratives qua explanations. Chapter 1 also addresses what work 
the term ‘narrative’ does throughout the book and why narrative form 
typifies and is essential to historical explanations.

Part of the puzzle here, as I note in several places, is why the topic 
fell off the philosophical map in the 1970s. (For various thoughts about 
why this happens, see D’Oro 2008; Kuukkanen 2015; the essays by Her-
man Paul and Piotr Kowalewski in Brzechczyn 2018.) As Thomas Uebel 
first suggested to me, it is an interesting question as to why Hempel, 
then a recently resettled émigré to the United States, chooses in 1942 to 
publish on historical explanation as one of his very first works in English. 
(Fons Dewulf illuminatingly and suggestively addresses this topic in his 
2018 dissertation, “A Genealogy of Scientific Explanation.”) For reasons 
given in detail by Dewulf and sketched in this book, for all intents and 
purposes the debate takes contemporary shape with this article by Hem-
pel. But it also remains worth noting that dating the debate in this way 
results (yet again!) from retrospective reflection on how discussion took 
shape. Hempel’s article did not achieve canonical stature, as nearly as I 
can tell, until at least a dozen years after initial publication. I find little 
evidence of any great impact (e.g., by study of citations) that Hempel’s 
article had around the time of its initial publication (e.g., Cohen 1952; 
Dray 1967; see esp. Dewulf 2017a, 2017c, 2018).

Having thus set the historical and intellectual stage in chapter 1, 
I begin chapter 2 by identifying two types of objections to considering 
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narrative explanations as legitimate. The first I term the metaphysical and 
the second the methodological. The methodological objection I divide 
into problems of logical formlessness and evaluative intractability. I an-
swer the metaphysical objections in chapters 2 and 3 and the method-
ological objections in chapter 4. The metaphysical objections addressed 
in chapters 2 and 3 have a common root in a type of historical realism, a 
view that Mink labels “Universal History.” Chapter 2 examines the prob-
lems by detailing some alleged obstacles to considering narrative as a 
form of explanation and offers an argument for the incoherence of this 
sort of metaphysical realism about history (the view that the past exists 
as a fixed object or an “untold story”).

Chapters 3 and 4 detail why these alleged metaphysical and method-
ological problems prove to be only apparent and how to surmount them. 
Chapter 3 in particular attempts a more ambitious, positive argument as 
to why there is no determinate, fixed history but rather that there must 
be multiple pasts. This view I term “historical irrealism,” borrowing from 
both Nelson Goodman and Ian Hacking. This account of irrealism in 
chapter 3 serves to motivate the explanatory strategy developed in chap-
ter 4, which then formulates the specifics of what I call “essentially narra-
tive explanations.” Here I address the methodological objections identi-
fied as problems of logical formlessness and evaluative intractability. 
This reveals a structure that shows how irrealism and those features that 
define narrative explanations as I understand them— nonaggregativity, 
nonstandardization, nondetachability, and an explanandum expressed 
(or expressible) as a Dantoian narrative sentence— tell against the meth-
odological objections.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 elaborate the response incipient in chapter 4 
to the more general epistemic and methodological question of how his-
torical inquiry fits with other modes of scientific investigation. Chapters 
5 and 6 in particular extend the reach of my positive account of narra-
tive explanation to encompass an understanding of whatever comes to 
be called a science.

As I complain, especially in chapter 5, it remains an unsolved philo-
sophical mystery just why the topic of historical explanation suffers in 
academic silence for so long. Chapters 5 and 6 together make a case for a 
deep interdependence between natural science and history, arguing that 
a narrative history of natural science ironically proves critical to provid-
ing a basis for characterizing what now passes as a science. Chapter 6 in 
this regard is the linchpin of my more general argument. This chapter 
also makes plain how my case proves contingent on defending a Kuhnian 
history of science, at least as I read Kuhn. As I construe naturalism, this 
strikes me as exactly the right result.
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Inasmuch as narrative explanation turns out to be required for ex-
plaining what theories come to have status as scientific, this book main-
tains that the issue of how to tie narrative historical explanation back 
into the general catalog of accounts of what happens cannot be avoided. 
As illustrated throughout, narrative explanations work to shape philo-
sophical practice even with regard to philosophers who self- identify with 
the analytical tradition. And in light of the enduring influence of Thomas 
Kuhn’s work in the history of science on the philosophy of science, the 
continued slighting by philosophers of this topic represents professional 
bad faith. What licenses deliberately trafficking in an explanatory form 
whose norms go unexplicated?

Related to obstacles posed to any effort to articulate logical form 
is an implicit question whether or not narrative has a specifically cogni-
tive role. Does narrative constitute a fundamental way rational beings 
make sense of the world? Formulating a positive answer to the question 
of how narrative form functions as a “cognitive instrument” (as Mink 
terms it) provides a further rationale for including narrative within any 
list of scientifically acceptable explanatory methods. So while chapter 4 
offers an account of the logical form of narrative explanations, chapters 
5 and 6 explicitly argue that narrative explanation cannot be considered 
an outlier to forms of scientific explanation inasmuch as narrative proves 
ineliminable for purposes of accounting for what passes as science. Narra-
tive form is among the basic cognitive instruments that serve to fashion 
explanations of the theoretical outlooks that sciences have.

Chapter 7 then elaborates how narrative explanation fits within a 
fully naturalized account of empirical knowledge. The chapter completes 
my case for how various disciplines, each with distinctive explanatory 
approaches, fit comfortably and intelligibly within a certain understand-
ing of philosophical naturalism. But as I suggest at the end of the chap-
ter, an epistemological consequence of irrealism and naturalism will be 
that evaluating many histories will turn less on questions of fact than on 
framing.

Nothing in this book represents a proposal to reform historical 
practice. Ironically, at least relative to where this debate begins, it is 
philosophical attitudes and standards that need to change regarding 
what to count as an explanation. What this book offers to historians is a 
heightened methodological self- consciousness about existing habits of 
constructing histories. Hayden White demonstrated the ways in which 
moral implications attach to a choice of narrative form, and that his-
torians bear responsibility for these choices. In short, choices of form 
impact content. They are not normatively neutral. But in saying that his-
torians make choices of forms, this in and of itself does not imply that 
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their accounts remain unconstrained by evidence. Exploring alternative 
accounts of what happens in history, like studies in the history and phi-
losophy of science more generally, offers fascinating examples of how 
evidence (however what counts as such gets settled) proves compatible 
with competing explanations.2

The final three chapters thus offer a very specifically philosophical 
argument regarding the status of narrative explanation within the con-
text of naturalism, at least as I develop that position. What the book has 
to offer historians lies in the examples used and the logic they make ex-
plicit, especially as developed in chapters 1– 4. If successful, the extended 
argument of this book should lay to rest those long- standing questions 
regarding the supposed problematic relation of history to other forms 
of empirical inquiry.

But as the epigraph to this preface suggests, the case made for the 
acceptability of narrative explanation reaches beyond the bounds of the 
particular subfield initially addressed and the specific disciplinary vocab-
ulary employed. For by extending narrative explanations to include a 
Kuhnian history of science, the book’s ambition ranges beyond historical 
explanation as a merely disciplinary concern and contributes to a general 
account of empirical knowledge.
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1

Reviving Analytical Philosophy 
of History

A call to revive philosophy of history will, I expect, quickly prompt at least 
the following two questions: What exactly would this revival revive? and 
Why bother? Those skeptically inclined might counsel indefinite post-
ponement, inasmuch as this subfield has remained mostly deserted since 
the 1970s. My primary concern will be to outline where certain key issues 
now stand with regard to the first question, i.e., with an aim to identifying 
those aspects within philosophy of history that both merit and demand 
renewed philosophical consideration. Specifically, I focus on those fea-
tures that make historical explanation distinctive and yet belong in any 
satisfactory catalog of explanatory strategies. I conclude with some ex-
amples meant to illustrate how an answer to the first question answers as 
well the second. In this case, it does so by suggesting how our professional 
lives exist enmeshed in agendas set by historical narratives.

Philosophy of history in the sense that primarily interests me con-
nects to issues that concern the nature of historical explanation. These 
arose in discussions originating in the philosophical literature in the 
nineteenth century and in terms that still dominate. Varieties of posi-
tivism, whether of Comtean or Vienna Circle style, advocated for forms 
of explanation modeled on their idealization of the natural sciences. 
Historians protested that all such models ill fit their actual practices. In 
reaction, theoretically minded historians and sympathetic philosophers 
sought to specify why history as practiced counts as a science, even if not 
of a form scouted by assorted positivists. (See Patton 2015 for an excel-
lent historical overview.)

A terminology specific to that debate invokes a distinction between 
nomothetic and idiographic modes of explanation. The former explains 
by regimenting statements of fact into explanatory patterns so as to re-
veal how such patterns instantiate laws or law- like connections. The latter 
mode explains by elaborating those contexts in which things happen; on 
this account, the specifics of a situation provide what is needed by way of 
explanation. Later discussions that feature a contrast between thin and 
thick descriptions, where the former invoke highly schematic accounts of 
what rationality consists in, and the latter study rationality as construed 
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in situ, evoke and invoke this contrast. Economists gone modeling and 
ethnographers gone native provide contemporary instances of these dif-
ferent explanatory strategies in action.

A distinction between explanation and understanding evolves in 
tandem with these differing notions of explanation, the suggestion being 
that nomothetic explanations provide causes, and idiographic accounts 
engender understanding. That is, causal explanatory accounts imply 
underlying scientific laws or at least their simulacra, and so do not de-
pend on time and context (see Habermas 1988, esp. 1– 42; Apel 1984, esp. 
1– 68). As Hegel remarks, nature has no history (Kolb 2008, 6). Under-
standing ties to context typically by seeking to comprehend what counts 
in a particular situation as good or sufficient reasons for action. No claim 
is made that the goodness of the reasons generalizes; such matters will be 
specific to time and place.

Toward this end, it helps to recall how analytical philosophy of his-
tory comes to exist as a subfield. If one were to construct a type of genea-
logical chart, it would show analytical philosophy of history as the runt of 
a litter of topics that sprang from philosophy of science in its youth. Birth 
could plausibly be dated to coincide with the publication of Hempel’s 
(1942) classic article, “The Function of General Laws in History” (see 
also Nagel [1961], esp. the chapter “Problems in the Logic of Historical 
Inquiry”). Hempel’s explication effectively mandates the de facto exile 
of academic history from the realm of the legitimate sciences.1 Analytical 
philosophy of history, for the twenty- five years following Hempel’s article, 
by and large consists in critiques or defenses of the applicability of this 
model to historical explanation.2

Indeed, Hempel’s essay became a near exclusive focus of discussion 
both in and out of philosophy by (in)famously insisting that historical ex-
planations in their usual guise constitute at best “explanation sketches.” 
Such sketches then have to be completed by citing some law or law- like 
connection between the explanandum statement and those putatively 
serving as explanantia. The problem notoriously was not that historians 
had carelessly neglected to insert the relevant laws, like rushed students 
who omit lines in a proof, and so simply needed to tidy their presenta-
tions a bit. Rather, historians have no laws to insert, and so it seems no 
genuine explanations on offer.

In any case, in the subsequent three decades of debate triggered 
by Hempel’s essay,3 one of the most notable responses can be found in 
Danto’s (1965) important work, Analytical Philosophy of History. It is in 
Danto’s work that I first find the phrase “narrative explanation” (237).4 
What makes this point noteworthy is that it has come to name that form 
of explanation specific to history and connotes for our purposes those 
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differences already in play prior to Hempel’s article. Danto’s specific ways 
of motivating consideration of this term and Mink’s (1987) subsequent 
crucial modifications and elaborations of Danto’s insights remain central 
to any serious consideration of this topic.5

Note, however, that the term ‘narrative explanation’ as now used 
has been evacuated of the substantive content it has in Danto and in 
Mink. Evidence for this loss can be found in one of the very few recent 
articles in the analytical literature to seemingly bear on the subject of con-
cern here, viz., David Velleman’s (2003) “Narrative Explanation.” Velle-
man begins by unproblematically assuming a working contrast between 
scientific and narrative explanations: “Can we account for the explana-
tory force of narrative with the models of explanation available in the 
philosophy of science? Or does narrative convey a different kind of un-
derstanding, which requires a different model and perhaps even a term 
other than ‘explanation’?” (1). Although Velleman displays some pass-
ing awareness of earlier work in philosophy of history by, e.g., Mink, as 
well as some contemporary work by Noël Carroll (2001),6 he nonetheless 
misses entirely Carroll’s deliberate use of a classic example of Danto’s, 
and in at least this important respect fails to understand a chief target of 
Carroll’s own work on narrative explanation.7 Velleman’s (2003, 22) lack 
of awareness of the history of the topic helps account for, I suspect, his 
expressed frustration— “I began reading the vast literature on narrative, 
and by the end of the first semester I was utterly lost. I decided to work on 
a different project, so as to have something to show for the year”— with 
the entire topic as well as his ultimate rejection of the notion of narra-
tive explanation.

In a similar vein, a recent article in the Blackwell Companions 
series dedicated to philosophy of history unfortunately only repeats the 
nineteenth- century distinction between idiographic and nomothetic ex-
planation without advancing it: “Narrative explanation can be distinc-
tively particular; it can pay due attention to a particular context in all its 
complexity, and provide satisfactory explanation of actions arising from 
those contexts without resorting to fanciful or trumped- up laws. It can do 
this while remaining faithful to the spirit of the generalist [Hempelian] 
position: all explanations must reduce to the sheer contingency of what is 
explained. It does this because the factors cited in narrative explanations 
are causally related (in various ways) to the events they explain” (Mac-
Donald and MacDonald 2009, 139– 40). But the parenthetical remark in 
this quote only serves to reiterate the standing problem: How does pro-
viding context explain? It provides no hint of an answer. One may almost 
sympathize here with Velleman.

Mutatis mutandis, these points apply as well to Daniel Little’s 
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 interesting and thoughtful recent survey of issues in philosophy of his-
tory. Little and I agree on any number of very basic issues, including 
the wrongful neglect of philosophy of history. On the one hand, Little 
(2010, 28) freely acknowledges that “representing history often takes the 
form of creating a narrative of events.” He offers the following helpful 
gloss of what he takes ‘narrative’ to mean: “It is an account of the un-
folding of a series of events, along with an effort to explain how and why 
these processes and events came to be. A narrative is intended to pro-
vide an account of how a complex historical event unfolded and why. . . . 
So a narrative seeks to provide hermeneutic understanding of the out-
come . . . and causal explanation” (29). This, of course, echoes Weber.8 In 
any case, I take Little to say as much as needs to be said for philosophical 
purposes about what a narrative is.

In this regard, I concur with Little in questioning the value of pursu-
ing further literary analyses of narrative. To use jargon currently popular, 
philosophical discussions focus on normative issues, i.e., “the cognitive and 
semantic content of historical knowledge. The key issues are to be able 
to provide good interpretations of the causal analysis of social processes 
and empirically supportable interpretations of historical actors that play 
central roles in historical explanations” (Little 2010, 29n6). The thought 
is that a primary philosophical concern is to evaluate the putative “good-
ness” of explanations offered in narrative form. In addition and quite 
importantly, Little writes, “It has to be acknowledged that there are often 
multiple truthful, unbiased narratives that can be told for a complex 
event. . . . Each of these may be truthful, objective, unbiased— and incon-
sistent in important ways with the others. . . . And there is no such thing 
as an exhaustive and comprehensive telling of the story— only various 
tellings that emphasize one set of themes or another” (30). The need, in 
short, is to identify those structural features critical to evaluating narrative 
explanations. Philosophically, as I argue, focus should fall on how narra-
tive functions qua explanation.9

On the other hand, Little does not attempt to justify this critical 
claim there can be multiple narrative explanations, all (as he puts it) 
truthful, objective, unbiased, and yet inconsistent with each other. He 
mentions underdetermination in passing, but underdetermination alone 
does not license an inference to a metaphysical multiplicity of possibili-
ties. Rather, underdetermination reminds us that evidence alone cannot 
force which epistemic choice to make.

In addition and because he commits himself to a particular notion 
of mechanism, Little (2010, 213) postulates that “there are social mecha-
nism through which . . . bundles of knowledge are transmitted across  
generations and across space time.” These “bundles of knowledge” mean 
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to answer questions such as “What are the social processes through which 
this body of knowledge is transmitted relatively intact from one genera-
tion to the next? What are the social mechanisms of transmission through 
which these clusters of human knowledge and their variations are con-
veyed across space and across social groups (from village to village)?” 
(213). One important concern here is whether this search for a transmis-
sion mechanism for “bundles of knowledge” already sends social inquiry 
down a road leading nowhere (see esp. Turner 1994). In addition, with-
out such a transmission story, narratives specify no mechanism and so 
by Little’s own account offer no explanation. But this dismal conclusion 
proves contrary to what Little himself maintains.

This brief survey serves to emphasize that even with the waning 
of overt philosophical enthusiasm for some unitary model of scientific 
explanation, the problems attending historical explanation remain un-
changed from their origins well over a century ago. In this respect, i.e., by 
virtue of implicitly or explicitly placing a demand on historical practice 
that emanates from philosophical preconceptions regarding the logical 
form of scientific explanation, I have termed the putative problem of 
historical explanation as one of our (i.e., philosophers’) own making 
(Roth 2008b, 226).

Part of the problem with appreciating narrative as a form of expla-
nation results, I suggest, from a misplaced obsession regarding how to 
unpack the notion of a narrative. (See Martin 1986 for a helpful over-
view.) Literary theorists typically have concerns with narrative in terms 
of stylistic devices, e.g., what structural elements stories of certain types 
require, and narrative theorists often then offer a catalog of these and 
how these forms influence the type of narrative that results. These consid-
erations are certainly not irrelevant to what historians do insofar as they 
construct narratives. And as Hayden White famously and rightly empha-
sizes, a choice of narrative form comes politically and morally freighted. 
But narrative qua narrative seemingly has no discernible bearing on 
evaluating epistemic goodness or inferential  connections, and so any talk 
of narrative explanation remains problematic, at least for these reasons, 
among philosophers.

Showing how narratives address and impact epistemic concerns— -
i.e., indicating how narratives becomes part of a justification of a claim 
to know, in some relevant sense of that term— constitutes my primary 
reason for bringing discussion back to Danto. For in that moment of the 
debate there exists not only a sharp focus on epistemic issues but also 
at least the beginnings of an answer. This promise dies aborning for a 
number of reasons. For one, while Danto does develop his own account 
of narrative as a form of explanation, it ultimately overlooks a number of 
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his own best insights regarding what makes narrative peculiar to how to 
evaluate historical claims. Mink, in crucial respects, sees better than does 
Danto himself what Danto’s account achieves for purposes of elucidating 
and clarifying the justificatory role of a historical narrative.

Danto’s notion of a narrative sentence and his attendant account 
of the Ideal Chronicle and Ideal Chronicler rank as crucially important 
insights that he develops in Analytical Philosophy of History (Danto 1965, 
ch. 8; this reprints Danto 1962). This thought experiment establishes that 
statements true of a particular time t cannot be comprehensively known 
at t, not even by someone capable of recording all that happens when it 
happens (the Ideal Chronicler). Danto’s now canonical example is this: 
“The Thirty Years War began in 1618.” This statement is true of what 
happens in 1618 but is not knowable in 1618, not even by an Ideal Chron-
icler. Danto calls these “narrative sentences,” and they demonstrate 
that there will be truths about any time t not knowable at t; truths about 
time t continue to accumulate after t. Narrative sentences also create 
a relation between the two events, and in a minimalist sense imply a 
narrative, a relating of the passage of time that conceptually links a later 
event and an earlier one. In this regard, Mink observes, even histories 
with an apparent nonnarrative structure— he mentions as an example  
Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Ages— betray in their title a narrative 
perspective.

Historical events exist only as events under a description, and de-
scriptions typically continue to emerge retrospectively. Mink (1987, 138– 
39) in short acutely grasps the nub of a key insight caught by Danto’s 
reasons for taking narrative sentences to demonstrate the impossibility 
of an Ideal Chronicle:

The general pattern of argument is to show that we already believe that 
there are true descriptions of past events such that no one could have 
experienced those events under these descriptions. . . . And such ‘narrative 
sentences’ belong to stories which historians alone can tell. . . . A pres-
ent event may belong to indefinitely many stories, none of which can 
be told until it is completed. The description of the past does not come 
closer and closer to an Ideal Chronicle but departs further and further 
from it as more descriptions become available which were not earlier 
available even in principle.

Certain descriptions could not be known at the time because what will be 
historically significant about some events will emerge only later. As Danto 
(1965, 142) puts matters, “Completely to describe an event is to locate it 
in all the right stories, and this we cannot do. We cannot because we are 
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temporally provincial with regard to the future. . . . The complete descrip-
tion then presupposes a narrative organization, and narrative organiza-
tion is something that we do. Not merely that, but the imposition of a 
narrative organization logically involves us with an inexpungible subjec-
tive factor. There is an element of sheer arbitrariness in it.” This hints 
of a philosophical rationale for the metaphysical plurality and epistemic 
legitimacy of competing narratives that Little acknowledges yet leaves un-
accounted. In short, historians look to justify an explanation of an event 
under a particular description, a description tied to a retrospective and 
so narrative perspective. Danto’s notion of a narrative sentence receives 
further development in chapter 2 and figures crucially in my discussion 
throughout, but especially in chapter 4.

This brings out the first of three key characteristics that critically 
distinguish between historical events and those that scientific theories 
target for purposes of explanation, what I shall term going forward the 
nonstandardization thesis. It concerns the fact that historical events do not 
begin as constructs of some articulated theory of which they are a part. 
Indeed, on rough analogy with Donald Davidson’s discussion of anoma-
lous monism, there exists at present no reason to believe that the sort of 
events that interest humans for purposes of historical elucidation will be 
captured by any theory that utilizes anything like laws. Mink (1987, 139) 
puts the point this way:

A scientific account of an event determines a standard description of 
the event, by counting, say, statements of the mass and velocity of a 
moving body as relevant descriptions, and statements about its color . . . 
as irrelevant. History, on the other hand, reports how descriptions 
change over time, that is, how “The author of Rameau’s Nephew was born 
in 1713” came to be true. . . . There can be a history of science, that is, 
of changes in the kinds of descriptions accepted as standard at different 
times, but no science of history, that is, a complete description of events 
which includes or subsumes all possible descriptions.

As Mink (1987, 139) also notes, “Danto’s argument depends on bringing 
out with maximum forcefulness the point that there are many descrip-
tions of an event, and no standard or complete description.”10 As a result, 
“the description of the past does not come closer and closer to an ideal 
chronicle but departs further and further from it as more descriptions be-
come available which were not earlier available even in principle” (139). 
In short, we understand what it means to do normal science in Kuhn’s 
sense because of theoretical standardization. But there exists no analog 
in the writing of human histories to what permits of this type of normal 
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science. Nothing answers to “normal history” because there exists no 
theory that normalizes historical events in this respect.

Of course, some social sciences attempt to normalize the social and 
historical in just the Kuhnian sense. Economists construct for purposes of 
measurement various theoretical entities, e.g., the gross domestic prod-
uct, and likewise talk of certain events, e.g., inflation, as happenings in 
the world based on certain ways of theoretically conceiving the world 
that humans make and inhabit. And while it might seem to be an open 
question whether all historical events could be so characterized, further 
considerations attending to narrative sentences argue otherwise.

In this regard, while Danto emphasizes the temporal  asymmetries 
that narrative sentences produce and reveal and how this frustrates any 
hypothesized Ideal Chronicle, Mink elucidates a point related to non-
standardization left undeveloped by Danto. Mink identifies what he 
terms a conceptual asymmetry that narrative sentences may reveal. By “con-
ceptual asymmetry” Mink (1987, 140) means “descriptions possible only 
after the event because they depend on later conceptual modes of inter-
pretation and analysis, e.g., ‘the unpropertied citizens of Rome consti-
tuted the first urban proletariat.’” This importantly complicates any un-
derstanding of the process just noted by which historical events become 
constituted for purposes of inquiry. Conceptual asymmetries represent 
a further principled barrier to any hope of normalizing descriptions of 
historical events inasmuch as “concepts belong to narratives of human 
action in two ways, there are the concepts which inform our understand-
ing of past events, and there are the concepts which at least in part were 
constitutive of past actions, in the sense that they were necessarily in-
volved in the agents’ understanding of what they were doing. We could 
not understand Greek civilization without the concept of moira, which 
is not part of our conceptual systems, nor without a concept of culture, 
which was not part of theirs” (141). Danto neglects to spell out the conse-
quences of conceptual asymmetries, Mink complains. As a result, Danto 
overlooks a related critical limitation on historical knowledge: “For just 
as we cannot tell a story whose descriptions refer to future events which 
we cannot predict, so we cannot tell a story whose descriptions depend 
on concepts which we do not yet possess” (142). Critical race theory and 
feminist perspectives serve as examples here. Put another way, historians 
employ retrospective understanding in ways that involve truths not know-
able at earlier times using concepts not then available. Later concepts 
do not standardize events, but redescribe them to make plain relations 
previously unobservable.11

Yet Danto’s use of the term ‘narrative’ invites confusion between, 
on the one hand, conceptually relating an earlier time to some later one 
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and, on the other hand, offering an actual narrative that develops that 
relation. Only the latter counts as what theorists in this area think of as 
a narrative. Narrative sentences, that is, do not constitute a narrative in 
any theoretically relevant sense of that term, but typically they imply one. 
Even more, Danto’s still important analysis of temporal language and his 
coinage of the term ‘narrative explanation’ does not signal any interest 
or basis in his own work for a defense of narrative as itself a legitimate 
form of historical explanation. Rather, his notion of a narrative sentence 
makes vivid and compelling a reason why our human relationship to his-
tory will always be dynamic and not static. Danto takes such “antecedents 
revealed in retrospect” as a defining mark of the historical. For reasons 
developed in later chapters, I take this to be correct. For the passage of 
time inevitably reveals truths about the significance of past times not 
knowable at those moments.

What I take my account to bring to the fore involves the fact that 
histories, and so those who author them, constitute the events they ex-
plain under nonstandardized descriptions. Further, these descriptions 
resist any assimilation to standardization, at least as would seem to be 
required for their theoretical normalization. This does not make the his-
tory unscientific. Rather, it implicates narrative structure in the very con-
stitution of the explanandum. It marks in this respect a critical difference 
between how historians constitute what they study and how such events 
importantly differ from those that, e.g., chemists or physicists examine 
and explain.

Acknowledging nonstandardization of explananda allows us to bet-
ter comprehend just how Velleman fails to join issue with what Mink has 
to say about what makes narrative importantly different for purposes of 
explanation. Velleman (2003, 8) begins his assessment of Mink with an 
unfortunate and incorrect characterization of Mink’s motivation as aris-
ing from a dissatisfaction “with the suggestion that historical narrative 
render events intelligible by revealing their causes.” This sets up a perni-
cious contrast between the causal and the narrational, a contrast not part 
of Mink’s thought. Mink never claims that historians lack a concern with 
causes or argues against offering causal explanations.12

Velleman cites in this connection Mink’s discussion of Morton 
White’s moderated defense of the applicability of Hempel’s covering 
law model to historical explanation. Apropos that discussion, Mink 
(1987, 129– 30) does say, “White’s insistence that ‘cause’ is used univo-
cally throughout ordinary and historical discourse comes very near to 
legislating the meanings of ‘cause,’ as the covering- law model in other 
versions does to legislating the meaning of ‘explain.’” Mink goes on to 
complain about White, “White’s mode of analysis, despite its gestures 
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towards narrative, depends essentially on redescribing the sequences of a 
story so that they can be regarded as the states of a system, isolated from 
each other for purposes of description and connected only by causal rela-
tions specified by general theories” (131). In short, only by redescribing 
what historians seek to explain does White effect a rapprochement of 
what historians do and what Hempel’s model would require them to do.

Against this general view, Mink (1987, 131) makes the following tell-
ing observation:

Even though histories may be reconstructed as a series of causal state-
ments about sequences and connections of events, such an interpreta-
tion and reconstruction conceptually inhibit insight into other impor-
tant features of histories. In a similar way, it has been argued . . . [e.g., 
by Kuhn and Toulmin] that the rational reconstruction of natural 
science as a set of hypothetico- deductive theories inhibits insight into 
the process and conditions of scientific discovery. What White’s account 
rules out are the concepts of novelty, development, and growth. Historical 
interest to a very great extent is in the irruption of new ideas and in-
stitutions. . . . ‘Singular explanatory statements’ are thin instruments 
indeed for dealing with such phenomena.

In short, White’s reconstruction eliminates all narrative sentences, and 
so turns an event as constituted for purposes of historical explanation 
into something else, something that lacks the very feature that historians 
seek to explain. White’s demand that ‘causal’ be legislated so as to fit a 
deductive- nomological model elides those events that historians seek to 
explain.

I take something like this point to be the main thrust of Karsten 
Stueber’s (2015, 404) objection as well. However, Stueber’s own thoughts 
do not strike me as fully consistent on this key point. On the one hand, 
he asserts, “The need for narrative arises because there is no overarching 
theory and generalization about the relations between types of events in 
light of which the feature of event . . . can be accounted for” (404). How-
ever, barely a page later he writes as if using multiple theories can then 
solve the problem: “It [a narrative] only excludes appeal to generalities 
that would subsume all the events of the narrative under one theory” (405; 
emphasis mine; see also 408). First, either these “multiple theories” as 
Stueber imagines them are consistent or they are not. If they are, then 
narratives simply can be rewritten using the relevant generalizations, con-
trary to what Stueber otherwise suggests (e.g., 401). If they are not, then 
appeal to multiple theories comes at the cost of embedding inconsistency 
into the narrative, and surely that satisfies no one’s notion of explanation. 
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So far as I can tell, Stueber offers at best a sophisticated updating of the 
position found in Morton White, which, for reasons already rehearsed, 
cannot satisfy the defining criteria of events understood in historical per-
spective, a perspective that, as noted, Stueber professes to share (403– 4).

Oddly, given Mink’s own relentless proclivity for actual historical ex-
amples, Velleman’s chosen counterexample to Mink rests on Velleman’s 
discussion of Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island. Velleman’s 
(2003, 9– 10) criticism is this: understanding does not “rest on an explana-
tion of the events understood. . . . In short, how comprehensible the story 
is, in Mink’s sense of the term, does not depend on how well it explains 
why the treasure was found.” But so described, even Mink would agree. 
However, Mink never sets out to equate comprehensibility and explana-
tion. Why would one? Rather, as Mink (1987, 135) notes, “the logic of 
explanation should have something to do with the phenomenology of 
understanding; the former, one hopes, should serve to correct the latter 
and the latter to enrich the former.” In order to bring out the relation-
ship between comprehension and explanation, he underlines the central-
ity of retrospection for determining the explanandum:

And when we tell the story, we retrace forward what we already traced 
backward. Thus what may be contingent in the occurrence of events is 
not in their narration. . . . The judge of an historical narrative is not the 
naïve reader . . . but the sophisticated one who has been through this 
garden before. . . . Yet of course he too “follows” with interest. Why? 
Not, of course, to learn the outcome, nor . . . to see that the outcome 
could have been predicted by anyone knowing what we know now, but 
precisely to see as intelligible a pattern of relationships. . . . And its 
peculiar characteristic is that the intelligibility it affords is possible only 
in historical reconstruction; it is retrospective intelligibility which no 
contemporary witness could have achieved simply because he could not 
trace backwards from outcomes not yet known. (Mink 1987, 136– 37)

The point in sum is that a historian constitutes events that could not have 
been known prospectively; this much one learns from Danto on narrative 
sentences. Prediction cannot then be the point of historical explanation. 
Events do not come prepackaged, like elements on some periodic table, 
and so determinately conjoinable.

But even more to the explanatory point, since what calls for expla-
nation emerges only in retrospect, and while the narrative charts a devel-
opmental path from earlier to later, the path it carves exists in a landscape 
of its— the narrative’s— own making. Mink’s holistic characterization of 
narrative implies the second distinctive feature of narrative explanation, 
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what I shall call the nondetachability thesis: “But despite the fact that an 
historian may ‘summarize’ conclusions in his final chapter, it seems clear 
that these are seldom or never detachable conclusions. . . . The signifi-
cant conclusions . . . are ingredient[s] in the argument itself . . . in the 
sense that they are represented by the narrative order itself. As ingredient 
conclusions they are exhibited rather than demonstrated” (Mink 1987, 
79; see also 172, 11). In a sense elaborated below, events explained by his-
tories exist qua events only as constructions of those histories. Primarily 
as a consequence of this feature narratives explain only by virtue of the 
narrative order itself. Not, of course, because the world it depicts does 
not exist; rather, the narrative selectively orders materials. That results, I 
have maintained, from the fact that the events to be explained, and the 
events used to explain it, turn out to be part and parcel of the narrative 
to which they belong. A narrative constructs both the explanans and the 
explanandum.

Indeed, nonstandardization underwrites nondetachability at least in 
the following way. Because there exists no standardized way of demarcat-
ing either event types (e.g., revolutions) or specific historical events (e.g., 
the American Civil War) these become nondetachable from histories that 
discuss them (see, e.g., Towers 2011). No prior theories function to “stan-
dardize” such events, and neither do they constitute natural kinds. Thus, 
historical events “exist” only as part of some narrative or other.

Mink’s reflections also tell against any assumption that human his-
tory has a natural or intrinsic structure and so against any idea that there 
exists just one human past. More specifically, in addition to the aforemen-
tioned nonstandardization thesis and nondetachability thesis, I now add 
as a third defining characteristic of narrative as a form of explanation: 
the nonaggregativity thesis. This builds on observations that Mink makes 
regarding the very intelligibility of Danto’s thought experiment. Mink 
(1987, 194) notes that Danto’s setup for the Ideal Chronicle seems plau-
sible because one finds nothing obviously unimaginable in the initial 
suggestion of an Ideal Chronicle as a totality of the historical record: “To 
say that we still presuppose . . . a concept of universal history, means: we 
assume that everything that has happened belongs to a single and deter-
minate realm of unchanging actuality.” So while Danto offers a reductio 
of the possibility of any such chronicle, Mink discerns an additional im-
portant epistemological consequence. This involves an assumption that 
histories can or should aggregate. Aggregation presupposes that all the 
events could belong to some one narrative, an implied unifying perspec-
tive. But there can no more be a single story than there can be an Ideal 
Chronicle, for new and different events and new and different stories 
constantly come into being (Mink 1987, 197). Moreover, in order to ag-
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gregate, events would have to be detachable and standardized, but narra-
tives allow for neither.

“The Past” cannot as a result exist as a static object about which one 
may hope to know more and more, as in Kuhn’s image of normal science. 
For nothing now licenses an assumption of The Past conceived as an un-
told or partially told story, but always nonetheless the same story, a human 
past narratable sub specie aeternitatis. Rather, one confronts the fact that 
what these various histories “have in common is the impossibility of being 
gathered together under any rubric of ‘universal history.’ . . . Instead of 
the belief that there is a single story embracing the ensemble of human 
events, we believe that there are many stories, not only different stories 
about different events, but even different stories about the same event” 
(Mink 1987, 193– 94). Absent a “master narrative,” no One True History 
lies waiting to be discovered in what evidence provides. (I develop this 
point in chapter 3.) As the nonstandardization thesis implies, histories 
rather create pasts by the way particular events come to be fashioned and 
accounted for. Nonaggregativity adds that these histories cannot there-
fore be expected to cohere, to theoretically aggregate into one seamless 
account of The Past.

Mink (1987, 184) powerfully puts this point in terms of the linger-
ing but unacknowledged appeal of the notion of a Universal History: 
“The determinateness of the past is part of common- sense ontology; it is 
not a theory but a presupposition of unreflective common experience.” 
Referring to Danto’s conception of an Ideal Chronicle, Mink observes, 
“We could not conceive or imagine an Ideal Chronicle at all unless  we 
already had the concept of a totality of ‘what really happened.’ We reject 
the possibility of a historiographical representation of this totality, but the 
very rejection presupposes the concept of the totality itself. It is in that 
presupposition that the idea of Universal History lives on” (195). Put an-
other way, Mink makes his claim as follows: “If we accept that the descrip-
tion of events is a function of particular narrative structure, we cannot 
at the same time suppose that the actuality of the past is an untold story. 
There can in fact be no untold stories. . . . There can only be past facts 
not yet described in a context of narrative form” (201). Either there exists 
a Universal History, a single past, all of whose events can be expressed 
as part of a single account, or there exists no events, and so nothing for 
historians to explain, until given a narrative form. “The many stories have 
their own beginnings, middles, and ends, and are at least in principle 
fully intelligible without ensconcing them within a more comprehensive 
narrative, whose form is not fully visible in the segment that they repre-
sent” (194). I find no middle ground between these alternatives.

Consider some examples now that exemplify how nonstandardiza-
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tion, nondetachability, and nonaggregativity function to define narrative 
explanations. My first case focuses on the evolution of discussion of the 
Holocaust— the pursuit by the Nazis of a deliberate policy of extermina-
tion against the Jews and selected others. As those who track debates sur-
rounding historical explanation realize, this example is not randomly or 
casually chosen (see, e.g., Friedländer 1992). For any view that smacks of 
a type of relativism, as mine certainly does, quickly comes to be charged 
with denying, e.g., the “reality” of the Holocaust as a consequence of 
claiming that explananda exist only as products of a narrative process.

And, indeed, my view does understand the Holocaust as a social 
construction, at least in the following sense. Were it not, I would claim, 
for the publication of Raul Hilberg’s (1985) The Destruction of the European 
Jews, it would be highly unlikely that discussion of Nazi policy with respect 
to the Jews would have received the scholarly attention it does. Hilberg 
does not in that work use that term, but his work arguably proves central 
to the creation of a historiographical focus that does. As Hilberg’s own 
account notes, he was strongly advised against even attempting to pub-
lish his work. (His dissertation advisor at Columbia was himself someone 
who had fled Nazi Germany.) (For details, see Browning 2004; Bush 2010; 
Trevor- Roper 1962.)

Put another way, one could have histories of the Second World War 
or the rise and fall of the Third Reich that did not feature this aspect of 
that period. All could agree that people died, that the Nazis had racial 
laws, etc., and yet none of this might be marked out for any special at-
tention or study. Just one more unfortunate set of facts associated with 
that time. Further, anyone familiar with Hannah Arendt’s influential 
Eichmann in Jerusalem quickly realizes how her own narrative framing 
of Eichmann’s significance draws upon and requires Hilberg’s account. 
In short, discussion of the Holocaust as an event in its own right, as one 
that grimly foreshadows what happens repetitively going forward in the 
twentieth century, as a basis for rethinking the limits of nation- states for 
the purpose of judging war crimes, etc., depends in many key respects on 
how Hilberg bequeaths to us a way of thinking about that time.

The structuring of Hilberg’s narrative surely aims to be causal, but 
not in terms of events linked by laws. (Hilberg himself claims that the 
signing of the Nuremberg laws makes Auschwitz inevitable, but I leave 
that to others to debate.) Characterizing what at least Hilberg intends 
to specify by speaking of the destruction of the European Jews cannot, I 
maintain, be separated from his narrative that links together in grim and 
overwhelming detail all the various elements that were orchestrated to 
constitute the Final Solution. As Hilberg (1985, 993– 94; emphasis mine) 
puts it, “The Germans killed five million Jews. The onslaught did not 
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come from the void; it was brought into being because it had meaning 
to its perpetrators. . . . In retrospect it may be possible to view the entire de-
sign as a mosaic of small pieces, each commonplace and lusterless by itself. Yet 
this progression of everyday activities, these file notes, memoranda and 
telegrams, embedded in habit, routine, and tradition, were fashioned 
into a massive destruction process. Ordinary men were to perform extra-
ordinary tasks. A phalanx of functionaries in public offices and private 
enterprises was reaching for the ultimate.” Here Hilberg interestingly 
erases himself as author, as creator of this genuinely great and incred-
ible history. Yet he crafted this mosaic; to him goes the credit of provid-
ing the world a new way of seeing familiar pieces. His “mosaic” depicts 
that destruction as a deliberate, careful policy. Hardly less interesting has 
been the postwar, and even the post- Wall reaction of German historians, 
betraying an anxiety to somehow “seal off” this period from any grander 
narrative of German history. Thus, Hilberg’s explanation cannot be de-
tached from the narrative he provides; what he explains does not exist as 
a standardized event; and as even a casual survey of Holocaust historiog-
raphy makes evident, the various histories do not aggregate.

Does this mean that every history has only some such narrative to 
offer? Certainly not. To take another example from this genre, consider 
Christopher Browning’s (1998) compelling book, Ordinary Men. Brown-
ing asks the question of how a group of “ordinary men”— his title de-
liberately echoes Hilberg here— in this case older German males who 
served as a police force behind the lines in conquered territories in the 
East, were transformed into ruthless death squads who executed large 
numbers of civilians: the elderly, women, children, etc. Browning em-
ploys now well- known results from social psychology, primarily work by 
Milgram and Zimbardo, to argue that the transformation can be viewed 
as a type of natural experiment of their sort (see Roth 2004). The results, 
down to the percentage of participants in the mass killings (all of this 
documented on the basis of archival evidence and postwar interviews), 
chillingly conforms to results obtained many years later in storefronts 
in New Haven and a classroom basement in Palo Alto. In short, Hilberg 
provides a narrative while Browning mixes narrative and more familiar 
modes that employ explanatory generalizations. But in each case the 
narratives create the events discussed, and in each case the narratives 
not only mean to but also plausibly do explain events so constituted. In-
deed, no other way exists, so far as I know, to exhibit and so explain these 
events. The narrative and the explanation are of a piece.

Still, it remains to be asked: What makes questions of historical ex-
planation relevant to analytical philosophy of science, of social science, 
of scientific practices? A case for taking narrative as a form of explanation 
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thus builds on the fact— and it is a fact— that philosophers pervasively 
use narratives to explain and that these exhibit the three previously noted 
defining features of historical narratives: the nondetachability of conclu-
sions, the nonstandardization of events explained, and the nonaggrega-
tivity of narrative explanations. Absent then some demarcation criterion, 
it would be more plausible to simply admit narrative histories to any list of 
legitimate forms of explanation rather than to continue to exclude them 
in theory while honoring them in practice. Examining some well- known 
“histories of reason,” Alan Richardson (2002) provides further test cases 
illustrating how narratives function as a sui generis type explanation. In 
this regard, I briefly consider some well- known works by Thomas Kuhn 
and Michael Friedman, including writing by Friedman on the history of 
analytical philosophy.

Kuhn’s work generates disputes persisting to this day regarding the 
relation of the history of science and the philosophy of science. A great 
if unintended irony regarding philosophical reception of The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions can be glimpsed in the following remark by Danto 
(1995, 72): “Kuhn advanced a view of history so powerful that, rather than 
being an applied science as Hempel holds history to be, history came to 
be the matrix for viewing all the sciences.” Danto’s remark gives voice to the 
important, albeit still unacknowledged fact that Kuhn’s great work effectively re-
verses the received order of epistemic authority. In particular, Kuhn can be read 
as upending philosophical views that true science moves by an inexorable 
logic that transcends time and place. He replaces this with a history of 
reason, where what counts as good reasoning even within science will vary 
with the theory in disciplinary ascendance.

Kuhn worries about how history relates to science but never satis-
factorily resolves his concerns on this score. (Chapters 5 and 6 develop 
this point.) The title of Kuhn’s famous book adumbrates a narrative sen-
tence, inasmuch as what counts as a revolution (scientific or otherwise) 
appears only in retrospect. One can attempt to date its beginning after 
the fact, but that becomes a fact true of the earlier time only when seen in 
retrospect. The title is of course also ironic, since Kuhn’s argument shows 
that changes in theoretical fashion have a “structure” only in a somewhat 
hand- waving sense of the term. This follows from his challenges to both 
Hempelian and Popperian orthodoxies regarding the rationality of scien-
tific change insofar as neither verification nor falsification can explain 
historically significant theoretical transitions in what passes as a science.

What persistently escapes notice, however, involves just how Kuhn’s 
book itself embodies a form of explanation that neither Hempel nor Pop-
per could accommodate. Note in this regard that even what to count as 
a science appears known retrospectively. That a discipline has successive 
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paradigms related in certain ways— has a particular history— creates a 
lineage for physics and chemistry as sciences but not, e.g., for astrology 
and alchemy. Kuhn’s narrative also exhibits that what passes as scientific 
rationality has a history. The “argument” for his history of reason consists 
in showing how different cases of theoretical transition also alter what 
makes for proper procedures within a science. Kuhn’s emplotment of 
these successive transitions shows them resistant to any overarching anal-
ysis of scientific rationality.

Indeed, Structure manifests exactly those characteristics of a narra-
tive explanation sketched above. For the argument regarding the general 
significance of paradigm shifts cannot be detached from how Kuhn nar-
rates key episodes within his history of science. The events discussed do 
not exist in any standardized form, and so the endless complaints regard-
ing how Kuhn uses the term ‘paradigm.’ And one of the most notorious 
consequences he draws from his argument— the inability to make clear 
sense of any notion of scientific progress— instantiates the inability of 
histories to aggregate, at least with respect to some story of progress. 
(Kuhn endorses Mink’s work here. See chapter 5 for details.) In addition, 
his narrative does not aggregate either as a history of a stable something 
known as “science” or with traditional histories of science.

In important work over the past fifteen years, Michael Friedman 
challenges Kuhn’s history of science but has done so using specifically 
narrative means. Commenting on Friedman’s (2001) The Dynamics of Rea-
son, Richard Creath (2010, 504) remarks, “Friedman’s historical narrative 
is, in effect, an explication of the role of reason within the particular 
historical context in which these [mathematical and scientific] revolu-
tions take place. . . . So the historical narrative does real work for Fried-
man’s account. The history is not an illustration of his argument. . . . It is 
the argument itself— a powerful one.” Friedman (2010, 792n317; see also 
712ff.) emphatically endorses this characterization of his “argument.” 
“Whatever the fate of this new philosophy of science may be, it is clear 
beyond the shadow of a doubt, I think, that careful and sensitive attention 
to the history of science must remain absolutely central in any serious 
philosophical consideration of science” (Friedman 1993, 37). Friedman 
also did early and well- known work on explanation. Like Kuhn, he can-
not be charged in this regard with a lack of familiarity with philosophical 
debates about explanation or an ignorance of scientific theories and 
mathematics or an inability to work in those terms. Yet, also like Kuhn, 
although Friedman self- consciously uses historical narrative to reshape 
thinking about what science is, he never considers how narratives explain.

Further, it is worth reflecting in this regard on Friedman’s (2000) A 
Parting of the Ways. Here too Friedman offers a very interesting explana-
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tion, indeed a specifically historical narrative explanation in the sense re-
hearsed above. Additionally, I suggest that his explanation has important 
implications for contemporary debate regarding the state and nature of 
what has come to be called analytical philosophy (itself, of course, now 
the topic of multiple conflicting histories). Indeed, Friedman provides a 
narrative explanation that shapes and influences not only how one con-
ceives of what philosophers did but also of what they ought to do.

Friedman’s title does display exactly the sort of narrative structure 
that Danto teaches us to attend to. The debate between Cassirer and 
Heidegger at Davos comes to mark, on Friedman’s telling, a parting of 
the ways. But, of course, this appears only retrospectively; those at Davos 
could not have used some model of explanation available then or now 
(or, I would venture to speculate, ever) to predict what later became 
marked as the “continental divide” (to echo the title of Peter Gordon’s 
[2010] fine book). Friedman roots his tale of that encounter in two very 
different and influential ways in which the Kantian project has been ap-
propriated in Germany at that time. Having situated his narrative in that 
way, he can then locate the confrontation at Davos between Cassirer and 
Heidegger as a critical moment in a much broader intellectual story, one 
fraught with great significance with respect to understanding the pur-
poses of those who gave our discipline key elements critical to its current 
shape, and so determinative of current professional self- understanding.

As Friedman (2000, xi) puts it, he proposes to “show” (his term, 
having in context the connotation of ‘prove’ or ‘explain’) “that the Da-
vos encounter between Carnap, Cassirer, and Heidegger has particular 
importance for our understanding of the ensuing split between what we 
now call the analytical and continental philosophical traditions. Before 
this encounter there was no such split. . . . I further hope to show that 
carefully attending to the very different ways in which the thought of all 
three philosophers evolved in sharply diverging directions from a com-
mon neo- Kantian core can greatly illuminate the nature and sources of 
the analytical/continental divide.” Just as Peter Novick’s (1988) recount-
ing of the history of the American Historical Association turns an un-
comfortable light on the founding but contested and elusive intellectual 
assumptions present at the creation of history as a profession, Friedman 
means to demonstrate how a present unanticipatable in the past nonethe-
less came to be the intellectual and professional space that we inhabit. 
This conforms, I take it, with exactly the points on which Danto and 
Mink insist.

Historical explanation qua narrative explanation concerns itself 
with a developmental process that emerges only in retrospect. A narrative 
traces a path of development, a path not defined or marked by any known 
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laws or the like. The event emerges as an event only because our inter-
ests call it into being; events so constituted do not embody some natural 
kind. Following that path might well change our perception of how to 
proceed on the basis of an altered understanding of that past.13 As Fried-
man (2000, 147) writes, “We have now arrived at the beginning of our 
own particular story, and also at a fundamental intellectual crossroads.” 
One need not agree with Friedman in all the particulars to share his sense 
that philosophy does stand at a crossroads, one rooted in divergent and 
deeply contested ways of understanding the legacies of Frege, Russell, 
Carnap, Wittgenstein, Quine, Sellars.14

I have no doubt that a deeply instilled craving for generality will 
prompt dismissal out of hand of the very particularist and pluralist view 
of narrative explanation such as I have begun to outline. As explanations, 
narratives will only whet and cannot slake a thirst for a general theory. 
But histories, like ethnographies and literature more generally, thrive 
on displaying the peculiarities and particularities that beings like us so 
innovatively and endlessly exhibit. I worry that we work against ourselves 
in a very basic respect by a continued a failure to appreciate that narra-
tives explain.
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Problems for Narrative 
Explanations: The Case of History

Narratives are stories, a telling that something happened. A narrative ex-
planation presumably presents an account of the linkages among events 
as a process leading to the outcome one seeks to explain. Examples of 
explanations in a story- like format are readily found in history books, cer-
tain anthropological accounts, case histories in psychoanalytic writings, 
and the sort of stories one hears daily from students and colleagues as to 
why this paper was not done or that committee meeting was not attended. 
The use of narratives to explain is unquestioned; what is subject to philo-
sophical dispute is whether this habit is to be tolerated or condemned. 
Objections arise because the notion of explanation is deemed by some 
clear enough to rule out any category of narrative explanation, no matter 
how ‘narrative’ is to be understood.

The question of what to count as an explanation becomes, in part, 
a question of the use of this term. The methodological objection assumes 
that a proper subset of disciplines ought to serve to define for the rest 
what this standard is. This debate on explanation has interesting paral-
lels to the problem I have elsewhere termed the Rationalitiitstreit (Roth 
1987). That problem concerns whether standards of rationality vary radi-
cally or whether one may insist, following Martin Hollis, on the “epis-
temological unity of mankind.” Each side of this debate, I maintain, is 
committed to a view I dubbed “methodological exclusivism.” Exclusivists 
(of whatever stripe) presume that there is exactly one correct method-
ological approach to a subject. Yet once the philosophical presumptions 
of methodological exclusivism are exposed, exclusivism loses its appeal. 
As to explanation, it is worth reminding ourselves that there is no good 
reason to believe there is just one correct explication of the notion of 
explanation. Such claims to explication come to have a purely stipulative 
or legislative force in the absence of some notion of analyticity.

The three defining features of narrative explanations identified 
in the previous chapter— nonstandardization, nondetachability, and 
nonaggregativity— help to sharpen reasons for philosophical unhappi-
ness with the very idea of a narrative explanation. This can be put in 
terms of three interrelated problems. The first two I term methodological 
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because they concern questions of logical form. One I term the problem 
of logical formlessness and the other the problem of evaluative intractabil-
ity. Hempel’s (1942) proposal regarding historical explanation nicely il-
lustrates the logical quandary at the core of both problems.1 Hempel’s 
model of explanation represents a textbook instance of explication inas-
much as it assimilates explanatory form to a type of argument form. The 
problem of evaluating explanation here becomes one with that of assess-
ing the inference from explanans to explanandum. Formal and seman-
tic considerations— validity and soundness— suffice on this model for 
purposes of evaluating the move from explanans to explanandum. And 
while Hempel’s specific explication may be regarded as philosophically 
passé, the view that evaluating any candidate for explanation requires 
identifying its inference license remains entrenched in philosophical 
consciousness.

But especially in light of their three defining features, historical 
narratives simply do not appear to instantiate any logical form recognized 
as inference licensing. These considerations would seem to clinch alle-
gations of logical formlessness. Yet absent any usual formal features for 
identifying inferential links, what then could justify connecting explan-
ans and explanandum? Logical formlessness thus appears to preclude 
identifying and so assessing what links explanans and explanandum. Eval-
uative intractability seemingly has to be a direct consequence.2

Notice that the objections require only the assumption that history 
is a nonfiction discipline. This hardly seems disputable. Yet, if nonfiction, 
history either is a science or it is not. If it is, then narrative explanations 
will not do, for reasons just rehearsed. But suppose, if you wish, that his-
tory is not science- like. Perhaps the nature of historical inquiry is only to 
provide an understanding of events. To invoke a traditional distinction, 
history is an idiographic and not a nomothetic discipline. Historians, on 
this account, study unique and nonrepeating occurrences, or, at least, 
what is unique about events.3

Yet even on this conception of history, methodological objections 
remain concerning how to evaluate a narrative. For issues of evaluation 
do not intersect, in any obvious or interesting way, with those of narra-
tive form. The extent to which history respects canons of narrative con-
struction might influence the literary merit of that history. But it hardly 
seems relevant to determining the conditions for judging the explana-
tory merits of that history. Thus, whether the emphasis of a historian’s 
task is taken to be explanation or is defined as understanding, normative 
concerns, at least those of interest to philosophers, seem to rule out the 
relevance of narrative form.

Both of these methodological objections, I shall argue, are ill- 
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founded. Yet without some sense of what the logical form is, determina-
tion of truth conditions— however those are to be spelled out— and of 
implication remain obscure. And to the extent they remain obscure, the 
rational evaluation of issues is frustrated or precluded. I challenge the 
view that precisely one logical form is appropriate to explicating the no-
tion of explanation. A positive case for a category of narrative explana-
tion requires, inter alia, exposing enough formal properties of narrative 
accounts to establish how such explanations are viable candidates for 
objective evaluation. Answering them directly awaits chapter 4.

I focus in this chapter and the next on a third objection, primarily 
because I suggest it serves to legitimize and so make plausible the first 
two. Addressing it will help to properly motivate my account in chapter 
4. This third objection proves very subtle and stubborn, and I term it 
metaphysical. Resolving this metaphysical objection in this chapter and 
the next will be a prolegomenon to undertaking the task of specifying an 
account of the logic of narrative explanations, for that account requires 
that certain assumptions about history first be rejected. In particular, the 
methodological objections do not take into account what histories seek 
to explain, and they fail to do this because, I suggest, of an assumption 
that there exists only a single past calling for explanation. But by giving 
grounds for rejecting this assumption, those methodological features of 
narrative explanations that I identify become justifiable and comprehen-
sible. What makes this third objection metaphysical is that it assumes 
something like a correspondence theory of historical knowledge. This 
assumption, I hope to show in this chapter and the next, is incoherent. 
In rejecting realism about history, what results turns out to be not anti-
realism about the past but irrealism. But the case for irrealism must be 
deferred to chapter 3 in order to dispense with a type of commonsense 
metaphysics of history.

A version of what I have in mind here can be found in Maurice 
Mandelbaum’s (1977) The Anatomy of Historical Knowledge. Mandelbaum 
deems the impulse to link history and narrative “unfortunate,” because 
it emphasizes what he regards as, strictly speaking, a purely incidental 
aspect of historical inquiry. Narrative structure, on his view, represents a 
mere stylistic device. Whereas the methodological objections center on 
satisfying certain formal constraints, the metaphysical objection empha-
sizes the relation of what is written to what is being written about. Indeed, 
Mandelbaum invokes an almost Rankean image of the historian recount-
ing the past “as it actually was”:

Describing history as narrative suggests— and I assume is meant to 
suggest— that historiography is to be compared with telling a tale or 
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story. This is misleading even when applied to the most traditional 
histories. A historian dealing with any subject matter must first attempt 
to discover what occurred in some segment of the past, and establish 
how these occurrences were related to one another. Once this research 
has been carried forward to a partial conclusion, he must, of course, 
think about how he will best present his findings, and this . . . may be 
regarded as “constructing a narrative.” Such a narrative, however, is not 
independent of his antecedent research, nor is that research merely in-
cidental to it; the historian’s “story”— if one chooses to view it merely as 
a story— must emerge from his research and must be assumed to be at 
every point dependent on it. It is therefore misleading to describe what 
historians do as if this were comparable to what is most characteristic of 
the storyteller’s art. (Mandelbaum 1977, 25)

Mandelbaum’s artless Baconian conception of historical research stops 
just short of endorsing what might be called a correspondence theory 
of historical truth and objectivity. The reluctance to endorse directly a 
correspondence theory is a consequence of contrasting the complexity 
of the “full” historical picture and any historian’s necessarily limited de-
piction of it.

His version of the sort of metaphysical picture I ultimately want 
to reject has it that events enter into processes by some natural historical 
dynamic inherent in the events and processes of which they are parts. 
He argues:

From what has been said it can be seen that the events with which a 
historian deals in tracing a process may belong together either because 
they are, quite simply, constitutive parts within that process, or because 
they have entered it through influencing one or more of these parts. In 
speaking of the constitutive parts of a series of events, I refer to the fact 
that when a historian seeks to understand the nature of and changes in 
a society . . . he is dealing with a complex whole, some of whose parts 
he already knows. It is these parts— and any others whose existence he 
uncovers— that are parts of the whole. . . . Thus, one can see that when-
ever a historian correctly analyzes the structures present in a society, or 
whenever he gives correct information as to the sequence of changes 
that it . . . has undergone, he has dealt with events that belong together 
because they are the parts of the continuing whole.

Such a whole is not formed merely because the historian has defined 
his subject matter in a certain way and has confined the scope of his 
inquiry to what occurred with respect to that particular subject mat-
ter. . . . Rather, the events that he includes as belonging within the series 
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of occurrences with which he is to deal are those between which he 
finds inherent connections because they have influenced one another. 
(Mandelbaum 1977, 126– 27)

Mandelbaum’s guiding analogy likens history to mapmaking. Both maps 
and histories may differ in terms of scale, scope, and detail. Both may 
be subject to change over time. However, histories, like maps, are guides 
over existing terrains:

One may hold that a basic structure is imposed on a historical account 
by the evidence on which it rests; the existence of lacunae in that evi-
dence, and the new questions that are present in it, direct the histo-
rian’s attention to the need for further evidence of a specific kind. . . . 
Thus, whatever evidence is originally available to a historian will not be 
an inchoate mass, and the more evidence there is, the less choice he 
will have as to the alternative ways in which he may reasonably structure 
his account.

It is on the basis of the connections inherent in the evidence with 
which historians work that they can propose concrete causal analyses of 
the events with which they deal. (Mandelbaum 1977, 192– 93)

Historical pictures are successively filled in by collecting more evidence 
concerning the events of interest. The picture is always partial, but what 
history provides is an ever clearer picture of things as they actually were. 
This expresses, of course, a version of a commitment to a Universal His-
tory of the sort considered and rejected in chapter 1, what Mink (1987, 
201) terms the view of the past as an “untold story.” Mandelbaum, in 
short, denies the nonaggregativity thesis. The work of a historian, on 
Mandelbaum’s conception, is more like that of a scribe than an author.

The sort of metaphysical assumption that underwrites Mandel-
baum’s rejection of narrative, however philosophically tenuous his own 
exposition of it, has, as noted in chapter 1, deep intuitive roots. It is an-
chored in a presupposition that, as Mink (1987, 188) puts it, “the story of 
the past needs only to be communicated, not constructed.” What needs 
to be rejected is the picture of a past that is simply there waiting for a 
historian to come along. Construing history on the model of narrative 
appears inappropriate so long as the historian’s art is assumed to consist in 
chipping off the excrescences of time so that the past can stand revealed.

The aggregativity assumption on which the metaphysical objection 
is predicated is difficult to attack because it is most commonly implicitly 
assumed rather than articulated. As Mink (1987, 188) notes, “But that past 
actuality is an untold story is a presupposition, not a proposition which is 
often consciously asserted or argued. I do not know a single historian, or 
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indeed anyone, who would subscribe to it as a consciously held belief; yet 
if I am right, it is implicitly presupposed as widely as it would be explicitly 
rejected.” No sophisticated person, I presume, doubts that stories about 
the past can be constructed in many ways. But this belief is consistent 
with an assumption that the past is a Ding- an- sich at a temporal remove.

The metaphysical objection to narrative explanations in history 
presupposes the cogency of conceiving of a past that exists as (to recall 
Mink’s phrase cited in chapter 1) “a single and determinate realm of un-
changing actuality.” What I propose to do in this chapter is to give this 
metaphysical assumption of the objective past the most plausible form 
that I can, and then show that the assumption is untenable.

Critically examining this metaphysical presupposition returns dis-
cussion to Danto’s device of “narrative sentences” introduced in chapter 
1. This device, I noted there, manifests a fundamental insight on Danto’s 
part by making vivid and logically explicit why retrospective characteriza-
tions of the past add truths to past times not knowable at those times. To 
elaborate on this further, I examine in more detail how Danto develops 
his account.

Danto introduces as expository devices the notions of an Ideal 
Chronicle and, correlatively, an Ideal Chronicler. The purpose of these 
devices is to suggest a case in which the factual record of the past is as 
complete as can be imagined at the moment at which events occur.

We can imagine a description which really is a full description, which 
tells everything and is perfectly isomorphic with an event. Such a de-
scription then will be definitive: it shows the event wie es eigentlich gewesen 
ist. . . . I now want to insert an Ideal Chronicler into my picture. He 
knows whatever happens the moment it happens, even in other minds. 
He is also to have the gift of instantaneous transcription: everything 
that happens across the whole forward rim of the Past is set down by 
him, as it happens, the way it happens. The resultant running account I 
shall term the Ideal Chronicle. (Danto 1965, 148– 49)

Having assumed for the sake of argument that such a complete record 
exists, Danto then demonstrates that there are statements true of some 
time t in the past which cannot have been known to be true at that time. 
These statements will not appear even in an Ideal Chronicle. Examples 
are easy to generate. Simply formulate descriptions known to be true of 
persons at a time later than t and use them to refer to those persons at 
t. The result— what Danto calls “narrative sentences”— will be sentences 
true at t but which could not have been known at t, and so escape even 
the Ideal Chronicler.

Consider, for example, someone who viewed Bedtime for Bonzo when 
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it was first released (1951). That person could not say truly, at that mo-
ment, that he had just seen a movie starring the fortieth president of the 
United States. But we can describe the matter in that way; we can give 
a true description of what happened at time t that is missing from the 
Ideal Chronicle. Danto’s device vividly illustrates that what is interesting 
and important about events, what is of historical interest, is characteristi-
cally known only retrospectively. A perfect witness to a specific moment 
in the past cannot pick out or observe all there is to be known about that 
moment. Danto’s narrative sentences are sentences true of a moment 
in the past but not knowable just then. They “belong to stories which 
historians alone can tell” (Mink 1987, 138– 39). Danto (1965, 151) nicely 
summarizes his own point as follows: “There is a class of descriptions of 
any event under which the event cannot be witnessed, and these descrip-
tions are necessarily and systematically excluded from the I.C. The whole 
truth concerning an event can only be known after, and sometimes only 
long after the event itself has taken place, and this part of the story histo-
rians alone can tell. It is something even the best sort of witness cannot 
know.” Danto’s characterization of narrative sentences is ingenious and, 
I believe, correct.

But how does any of this bear on the metaphysical objection with 
which I began? It is relevant in the following way. Recall that I claimed 
that this objection to narratives as a form of explanation takes its force 
not from the sort of flat- footed exposition one finds in Mandelbaum but 
from the intuition behind that exposition, the sort of intuition captured 
in Nietzsche’s remark that the past is a rock you cannot move. The past 
is there. But if the fixity of the past is a coherent notion, as it seems to 
be, then this implies that there could be an Ideal Chronicle. Danto, for 
one, explicitly draws this conclusion in a passage I cited above. And even 
Danto betrays more allegiance to this notion of a fixed past than he 
otherwise claims to have by suggesting, as noted above, that the whole 
truth of an event might be known.

No matter that an Ideal Chronicle lacks narrative sentences; that 
issue does not now concern us. If the past is fixed, if it is a story waiting 
to be told, then it must be logically possible to have some chronicle of it 
of the sort Danto imagines. What I argue is that the notion of an Ideal 
Chronicle is not coherent, and so we must reject as well any metaphysical 
picture that implies it.

The critical difficulty with the notion of an Ideal Chronicle is 
hinted at in the following passage from Mink (1987, 195): “I refer to the 
Ideal Chronicle . . . to point out, merely, that we understand the idea 
of it perfectly clearly. And we could not conceive or imagine an Ideal 
Chronicle at all unless we already had the concept of a totality of ‘what 
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really happened.’ We reject the possibility of a historiographical repre-
sentation of this totality, but the very rejection presupposes the concept 
of the totality itself. It is in that presupposition that the idea of Universal 
History lives on.” Mink is, I suggest, right in sensing a difficulty, but he 
does not develop an argument. In order, then, to make the problem ex-
plicit, imagine the Ideal Chronicler at work. What does the Ideal Chroni-
cler record? Danto’s suggestion is everything, and at once at that. But in 
agreeing that the Ideal Chronicler can write anything at all, we have, in a 
Wittgensteinian sense, been tricked; the very first step is the fatal one. The 
conjuring trick is complete once one concedes that there is anything for an Ideal  
Chronicler to record.

What is the basic unit of the posited perfect record? It is events of 
every sort: visits home, heartbeats, a first kiss, the jump of an electron 
from one orbital position to another. But, as we know, events may be 
sliced thick or thin; a glance may be identified as an isolated event or as 
an instance in an event. What the unit- event is depends on the telling of 
it. Given the instructions to record “everything that happens, as it hap-
pens,” the problem is not that there is too much for an Ideal Chronicler 
to record; the irony is that there are no things in the abstract to be re-
corded. An Ideal Chronicler never gets started because there are no ideal events 
to chronicle.

What sort of things are events? On one standard account, events 
are identified only under a description. A reason for worrying whether 
events exist in some philosophically relevant sense of that term— that 
is, whether they count as legitimate objects of discourse— is that assum-
ing their existence proves a convenience for the purposes of explicating 
the logical form of sentences about actions. Countenancing events facili-
tates the ability to draw permissible inferences which otherwise cannot be 
readily managed if events are ruled out as individuated objects.

To show, then, that my claim of a paragraph back does not simply 
beg the question against events as objects, consider someone such as 
Davidson, who has argued for tolerating such an ontology (see, e.g., Da-
vidson 1980, essays 1, 6– 10). But a Davidsonian ontology does not help 
the Ideal Chronicler with her task. Without some description or other, 
there are no specific events; with an identifying description, we still do 
not know if the event is of the requisite ideal sort— that is, not primarily 
of our making.

The specification of identity conditions does not solve the prob-
lem of underdetermination which has bedeviled philosophers of science. 
There is no unique physical theory entailed by the available evidence; 
incompatible theories can be formulated compatible with whatever data 
are at hand. My point about putative “ideal events”— those recounted in 
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some Ideal Chronicle— is that treating such events as objects indepen-
dent of our object (and event) positing scheme of things runs afoul of 
what we know about the relation of evidence to theory. The very possi-
bility of an Ideal Chronicle presumes not just identity conditions for 
events but their existence apart from our theoretical specification of 
them. But it is precisely this realist inference which is unjustified by any 
set of identity conditions for events and which, given the problem of the 
underdetermination of theories, is patently unjustifiable.

The problem is, of course, not ameliorated by shifting to some set of 
identity conditions for events other than Davidson’s. Let events be as well 
individuated as you please; as noted, I grant we might even be allowed 
to quantify over them (meaning, in nonphilosophic jargon, that events 
are treated on a par with individual objects). This does not change the 
problem. The objection arose not because of some inability to identify 
events but due to a question about the status of these events apart from 
some object (or event) positing scheme or other. The issue is their meta-
physical status, whether or not we may presume some correspondence 
between our talk of events and events- in- themselves. To assume that logi-
cally adequate identity conditions for events must exist is tantamount to 
postulating that this is how things must be with the world and that is, of 
course, to beg the question at issue.

Events simpliciter cannot be shown to exist; they are not known 
to be of nature’s making rather than of ours. Events exist only by proxy. 
This is why one cannot presume that there are any ideal events for our 
erstwhile chronicler to chronicle; knowledge of events is restricted to 
happenings isolated under descriptions provided by interested parties.

Can this problem be solved by augmenting the Ideal Chronicler 
with a complete set of descriptions? (I continue to exempt, for the sake of 
argument, the type of descriptions used in Danto’s narrative sentences.) 
Does the notion of completeness make sense here? The metaphysical 
assumption requires that the completeness be of the past wie es eigentlich 
gewesen ist. The Ideal Chronicle is an objective record, a transcribing of 
all that has come to pass.

All statements of events appearing in the imagined chronicle are 
true. Therefore, they must be consistent with one another. But if all de-
scriptions are allowed in, inconsistencies will cloud the chronicle. Con-
sider the events depicted in Kurosawa’s film Rashomon. The story of what 
happened in the forest is successively retold from the perspectives of the 
husband, the wife, and the robber. None tells the same story; indeed, 
their stories are inconsistent. One tells a tale of rape and humiliation and 
a husband’s cowardice; in other tales, one or more of these descriptions 
is contradicted. The audience sees what happens each time through the 



31

P R O B L E M S  F O R  N A R R A T I V E  E X P L A N A T I O N S

narrator’s eyes; it is just that the narrators see different things. Events off 
the screen certainly have this quality as well. If the conjunction of all pos-
sible descriptions is included in the chronicle, the imagined purpose of 
the chronicle is defeated. Since it contains inconsistencies, it is no longer 
the hoped- for objective record of what actually happened. But if some 
descriptions of events are excluded, then the chronicle is incomplete, 
contrary to its intended purpose. Hence, if complete, then inconsistent, 
and if consistent, then incomplete. There can be no Ideal Chronicle.

My argument, so far, assumed the premise that events are not natural 
entities; they exist only under a description. I then argued for the prem-
ise that the varying ways of individuating events are not always mutually 
consistent. Granted these premises, Roth’s incompleteness theorem for 
Ideal Chronicles follows.

But let us make another pass at attempting to fill out the notion of 
an Ideal Chronicle. Perhaps what I have shown is that it is futile to imag-
ine that there could be an Ideal Chronicle if such a chronicle requires 
a summing of all descriptions of events as various individuals perceive 
these matters. But an Ideal Chronicler need not proceed in this way. The 
charge of the Ideal Chronicler is not, after all, to be faithful to this or that 
perspective; the task is to record what happened, individual perspective 
be damned.

This way of putting the matter is tantamount to denying my first 
premise, the claim that events are not natural entities and exist only 
under a description. The problem, as I originally developed it, does not 
assume that some fact is left out; the problem is a failure of people to 
agree on what counts as the event to be described. Is there a way to in-
clude all events and exclude the descriptions of human agents?

Boethius imagined that God saw everything at once; all actions at all 
times stood revealed simultaneously to God. Certainly this is a way of cap-
turing all that happens. Moreover, the advantage of a Boethian Chroni-
cler is that this person need not rely, or so I shall assume, on potentially 
conflicting descriptions. This account, however, still will not do, not even 
if we cut it down so that at time t, everything up to and including what is 
happening at t stands so revealed to the Ideal Chronicler. The problem 
is that the Boethian vision, though comprehensive, still does not contain 
events, or, alternatively, it contains just one event, the total picture at t.

The past so pictured presents not a chronicle, moreover, but a 
Jamesian buzzing, blooming confusion. Put another way, the identifica-
tion of events from the Boethian tapestry of the past requires separating 
the simultaneous presentation of happenings which Boethius imagined 
into particular strands, the ones that interest us. God may see everything 
at once; an Ideal Chronicler, within a temporal limit, may do the same, 
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or so I asked you to imagine. But this chronicle gives us less than we 
have even now. It is not just that there might be a need to factor in cul-
tural conditioning and personal quirks when discussing what we see; see-
ing is just not perceiving, not in any simple sense. The basic problem is 
more elementary than that. When we view a snapshot or read a page of 
a book, if the object is not at the proper distance from our eyes, in ap-
propriate light, and so on, we cannot see what we want to see. If someone 
pushes the book or picture up so it touches our nose, we see something— 
but not, for example, the picture of the picnic or the story of the latest 
political gaffe. Given the Boethian view, the Ideal Chronicler is in just 
this position, or leaves us in this position when consulting the resulting 
tapestry of happenings. The Boethian Chronicler has no natural point 
of focus. But without a focus, either nothing appears— the blooming, 
buzzing confusion— or God- knows- what looms before us, like the photo 
pressed too close for one to view. Total information gives us less than we 
need to know.

Given the Boethian picture, it does not follow that human beings 
could say anything about it at all. Chronicles presuppose categoriza-
tions of time and events, and there is no reason to believe the Boethian 
account could be a chronicle. Nothing in that account, filled though it is 
with every conceivable happening, entails that there are humanly identi-
fiable events arranged in recognizable order. If events are picked out by 
human agents, the chronicle is not ideal; if the world is viewed from the 
eye of God, there is no chronicle. A Boethian chronicle cuts things too 
coarsely to solve the problem of identifying events in an objective way.

The point at which the discussion has arrived is this: If events are 
individuated by some favored set of identity conditions, the notion of 
there being an ideal chronicle self- destructs; such a chronicle is logically 
impossible. If we imagine the chronicle along Boethian lines, the notion 
still cannot be made cogent, for the Boethian image cannot be translated 
into the form of a chronicle.

But perhaps the Boethian picture is a start. It is, at least, complete. 
The problem is to find a finer- grained description of matters uninfected 
by conflicting descriptions; this would preserve the metaphysical assump-
tion that the past exists objectively as an untold story.

Problems arise, we just noted, if there is total information and no 
categories by which to organize and focus viewing. Perhaps a solution to 
this problem is a Carnapian Chronicler. The Carnapian Chronicler, let 
us imagine, defines a language— Ideal- in-  L— which contains rules and 
definitions such that, given certain state descriptions, Ideal- in- L permits 
the derivation of the event that took place. Consistency is thus assured 
and no ambiguity threatens. But this is no Ideal Chronicle in the desired 
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respect. The question of which events exist has now been relegated to 
the status of an internal question; the existence of events is explicitly 
relativized to a particular set of rules. This preserves consistency, but it 
defeats the purpose of positing the chronicle. The purpose is to explicate 
how to construct a complete and objective record of the past. The cor-
respondence theory of historical truth remains unvindicated by appeal 
to a Carnapian Chronicler.

The only refinement on the matter I have left to suggest would be 
to limit the Ideal Chronicler’s task. Do the problems abate if we imagine 
an Ideal Boswell? The task is cut down by giving the Ideal Boswell the 
more modest task of compiling a complete record for a single individual. 
If history is, as Carlyle claimed, but so many biographies, then the Ideal 
Boswell would preserve the metaphysical assumption. But, alas, the Ideal 
Boswell too produces only a blur. The root of the problem is not in the 
scope of the enterprise but in its completeness. Unless we equip the 
Ideal Boswell with our categories, there are no recognizable events. But 
if equipped with our categories, he ceases to be ideal. He is just one of 
us, albeit a tad more compulsive. I conclude that the notions of an Ideal 
Chronicle and an Ideal Chronicler cannot be coherently fleshed out, and 
so the metaphysical objection fails.

Viewing the world sub specie aeternitatis, an Ideal Chronicler is 
imagined to see events bare, shorn of the misperceptions and oversights 
to which mere mortals are prone. In particular, historical events are con-
ceived as having their own pristine ontological integrity. Caesar crosses 
the Rubicon in 49 b.c. or he does not; if true, the chronicler notes it and if 
not, not. (The dating here makes this a narrative sentence, but this com-
plication can be ignored.) A disinterested chronicle seems impossible. 
The core of my complaint has been that it is the pretense to disinterest-
edness and completeness that makes Danto’s fiction ultimately incoher-
ent. Given the lofty God’s- eye perspective, no events appear. A less lofty 
perspective defeats the purpose of the literary conceit. The philosophical 
moral is one pressed by philosophers from Kant to Davidson. We may 
query the world and learn a great deal, but it is a confusion to think that 
the categories in which the questions are posed and the answers framed 
constitute, to paraphrase Richard Rorty, History’s Own Vocabulary.

My primary concern throughout has been with a prima facie 
objection— what I have termed a metaphysical objection because it as-
sumes a certain view about what must be real by way of history— to the 
notion of a narrative explanation. If there is a historical reality, then 
narrative form appears not simply incidental but fundamentally uncon-
nected to explaining that history. My handling of this objection, with its 
challenge to the notion of a comprehensive or ideal perspective, even if 
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convincing, is as yet no delineation, however, of what counts as a proper 
narrative explanation. Surrendering a belief in a God’s- eye chronicle, 
and so a metaphysical commitment to the past as an untold story, does 
not impugn ties of historical inquiry to the world. Rather, rejecting any 
“commonsense” metaphysical understanding of how to account for what 
happened helps clear the philosophical stage for a satisfactory account of 
how narratives explain. The next chapter undertakes some further stage 
clearing and setting before introducing in chapter 4 my positive account 
of narrative explanation.
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The Pasts

This chapter develops further challenges to the metaphysical objection 
to narrative explanation, an objection I take to be based on a view of his-
tory that takes past events to exist as fixed. One challenge to this view has 
been scouted in the previous chapter. This metaphysical presupposition, 
I suggested, underlies skepticism about the very possibility of a category 
of narrative explanation. For imagined as timelessly fixed and unchange-
able, i.e., a past composed of a determinate inventory of events, there 
appears to be no reason why histories should necessarily have any of the 
distinctive qualities argued for in chapter 1. That is, a fixed past should 
plausibly contain, contrary to the characteristics identified in chapter 1, 
explanatory sequences that aggregate, standardize, and detach. But inso-
far as any metaphysical assumption regarding a fixed or determinate inventory of 
what has past can be problematized, then this removes a seemingly important rea-
son for assuming a form of explanation tailored to an ontologically or theoretically 
well- defined world. A consequence of establishing the implausibility of any 
realist- inflected metaphysical assumption would be to help reopen ques-
tions of how historical events do become candidates for explanation. Put 
another way, realism deflects serious consideration of the special nature 
of historical explananda, and so what form their explanation can take. 
This chapter moves beyond the critique begun in chapter 2 by offering a 
positive argument for what I term historical irrealism.

My rejection of a metaphysics that posits a determinate past in favor 
of an irrealist view proceeds in this chapter in two general steps. Part I be-
gins by examining important and innovative work by Ian Hacking (1995b, 
ch. 17) that leads him to conclude that there may be “indeterminacies” in 
the past. But Hacking does not recognize the full generality of the prob-
lems that he identifies because, I suggest, he never connects his analyses 
to those of Danto and Mink. Part II then develops and expands Hack-
ing’s insights by making these connections explicit and showing how his 
tentative thoughts about “indeterminacies” can be given both a greater 
generality and more significance than he appreciates. This vindicates an 
irrealist view of history, and so sets the stage for the analysis of narrative 
explanation in chapter 4. In particular, irrealism establishes why what 
histories attempt to explain have a uniquely important and special char-
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acteristic, viz., they come to be known only retrospectively. This feature 
necessitates employing what chapter 4 develops as “essentially narrative 
explanations.”

I

Worldmaking as we know it always starts from worlds already on 
hand; the making is a remaking.

— Nelson Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking

Riddles of induction— old or new, Hume’s or Goodman’s— pose unan-
swered challenges to assumptions that experience logically legitimates 
expectations or classifications. The challenges apply to beliefs both folk 
and scientific. In particular, Goodman’s “new riddle” famously confounds 
efforts to specify how additional experiences confirm the rightness of 
currently preferred ways of organizing objects, i.e., our favored theories 
of what kinds there are (see Goodman 1978, 1979). His riddle serves to 
emphasize that neither logic nor experience certifies accepted groupings 
of objects into kinds.1 Hacking (1992c, 181) strongly endorses Goodman’s 
riddle and what he takes to be its chief consequences: nature does not 
dictate any organizing scheme to us, and different schemes need have no 
connection to one another:

It [Goodman’s new riddle] shows that whenever we reach any general 
conclusion on the basis of evidence about its instances, we could by the 
same rules of inference, but with different preferences in classification, 
reach an opposite conclusion.

. . . There is no general solution to his new riddle. Its scope goes far 
beyond induction and other trifling modes of reason. It confirms his 
doctrine . . . that we can and do inhabit many worlds.

No one organizing scheme can claim primacy; different organizing 
schemes need not be compatible with or reducible to one another. 
Hence, different “worlds” thrive and grow (Goodman 1978, 4– 5).

Yet tolerating a pluralism of worlds does not sanction sacrificing 
rigor.2 Goodman’s (1978, 5) approach to exploring different worlds— 
painting, physics, literature, etc.— “is rather through an analytic study of 
types and functions of symbols and symbol systems.” But where Goodman 
talks of symbol systems and worlds, Hacking writes of “styles of reason-
ing” and corresponding kinds. Hacking’s position might be characterized 
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as follows (paraphrasing Frege): Only within a style of reasoning does a 
sentence have a truth- value.3

Each style of reasoning, in turn, has a characteristic manner of con-
stituting the kinds of objects reasoned about. Indeed, styles of reasoning 
themselves depend upon the recognized kinds about which to reason. In 
what follows, I explore Hacking’s notion of “dynamic nominalism” and 
its place in and implications for constituting various kinds of persons and 
related categories of events. In particular, I explicate and defend Hack-
ing with regard to how some Goodman- inspired problems destabilize 
the foundations of any historical knowledge- claims and what all this, in 
turn, implies for thinking about and constituting ourselves and others, 
as agents and as beings with a past. Emphasis on Goodman (and Witt-
genstein and Foucault) helps make intelligible the notion of a past as 
something made, remade, and inherently open to being systematically 
changed.

Hacking (1999, 130 [191]; see also Hacking 1990)4 generates im-
portant insights by innovatively applying Goodmanian (and Quinean) 
skepticism about kinds to knowledge- claims about the past:

We can well understand how new kinds create new possibilities for 
choice and action. But the past, of course, is fixed! Not so. As Goodman 
would put it, if new kinds are selected, then the past can occur in a new 
world. Events in a life can now be seen as events of a new kind, a kind 
that may not have been conceptualized when the event was experienced 
or the act performed. What we experienced becomes recollected anew, 
and thought in terms that could not have been thought at the time. 
Experiences are not only redescribed; they are refelt. This adds remark-
able depth to Goodman’s vision of world- making by kind- making.

In particular, skepticism and indeterminacy regarding present kinds apply 
to past schemata as well, particularly actions qua kind of behavior— a 
kind distinguished by an imputation of intentions.

A primary objective for Hacking as I understand him is to move 
away from an empirically sterile and unhelpful traditional debate between 
advocates of natural kinds (those who see essences defining what’s what) 
and nominalists (those who see no more in kinds than habits of speech). 
He wishes to recognize both the fact that some groupings of things into 
kinds do function well for us, and that yet we do the groupings.

How do such questions about human kinds compare with questions 
about natural kinds? Astrophysicists do ask: are quasars a (natural) 
kind of extragalactic object? Physicians and social workers do ask: are 
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child abusers a kind of person? The similar form of the two questions 
may mislead us. A clearer understanding of our instinct for sorting into 
natural kinds may help diminish our confusion about human kinds. . . . 
Those of us offended by an essentialist metaphysics of natural kinds 
need not abandon natural kinds out of spite for that philosophy. Just 
as the chief nineteenth- century interest in natural kinds was biological, 
so in the near future it will be socio- historical. How do we construct 
kinds? Under what constraints? With what effects? This type of concern 
with natural kinds spills over to problems about every kind of kind: 
Goodman’s kinds, artifactual kinds, human kinds, and the differences 
between making up kinds of people and making up kinds of things. 
(Hacking 1990, 140; see also 135)

For example, laboratory- generated phenomena such as the photoelectric 
effect Hacking regards as a “manufactured” yet robust kind. Racial cate-
gories exemplify groupings that typically require substantial institutional 
underpinning to be sustained, in large part because people resist efforts 
to sort them in such ways. Hence, he proposes to look at what factors sus-
tain groupings, both in terms of utility and in terms of social resources 
required to keep a grouping in place.5

Stability over time helps to determine whether “styles of reasoning” 
and “kinds” endure. Resilience of kinds manifests itself in their persis-
tence even in the face of changing social circumstances. Hacking notes 
that some things are indifferent to how we classify them, e.g., microbes 
and acids, and some not, e.g., people. When things do not respond to 
being classified by us in one way rather than another, Hacking terms such 
kinds “indifferent.” However, as numerous experiments in social psychol-
ogy show, people do respond differently depending on how one classi-
fies them. Such classification- sensitive responses Hacking terms “inter-
active” kinds.6

My contrast with the social sciences is as follows. In natural science 
our invention of categories does not “really” change the way the world 
works. Even though we create new phenomena which did not exist 
before our scientific endeavours, we do so only with a license from 
the world (or so we think). But in social phenomena we may generate 
kinds of people and kinds of action as we devise new classifications and 
categories. My claim is that we “make up people” in a stronger sense 
than we “make up” the world. The difference is, as I say, connected 
with the ancient question of nominalism. It is also connected with his-
tory, because the objects of the social sciences— people and groups of 



39

T H E  P A S T S

people— are constituted by an historical process, while the objects of 
the natural sciences, particular experimental apparatus, are created in 
time, but, in some sense, they are not constituted historically. (Hacking, 
1985, 115)

Hacking’s distinction here provides a new and important twist on an 
old suggestion regarding how to distinguish the natural and the human 
sciences.

At least since Weber it has been held that the notion of under-
standing applies to the social but not the natural world; as the old saw 
has it, nature we explain, human life we understand. But the drive to 
understand exists not just because we imagine reasons to figure into a 
proper explanation of human action but also because humans, by reflect-
ing on their reasons, can supposedly change them.7 We may be creatures 
of habit, but we can also be creatures who, by reflecting on their habits, 
change them. Moreover, the stock of socially available ways of thinking 
about oneself shape and influence both of these causal processes— acting 
because of reasons, changing reasons by reflecting on them. Hacking’s 
contribution to the debate here consists not in drawing the distinction 
between natural and social sciences in terms that reflect these factors, 
but in his brilliant depiction of why certain interactive kinds prove “un-
stable,” i.e., do not identify a phenomenon that allows of ongoing dupli-
cation and experimentation.

Hacking’s notion of “dynamic nominalism” I take to be an elabo-
ration of his account of interactive kinds, but one that cross- cuts the dis-
tinction between stable and unstable. Some classifications of people into 
kinds prove relatively robust and stable (for better or worse), e.g., male 
and female as kinds. Some classifications, e.g., homosexual, Hacking sug-
gests were “socially constructed” but then became the basis for stabilizing 
and forming a distinct social identity. In this regard, some labels become 
a type of self- fulfilling prophecy. By creating a social and conceptual 
space for a type of behavior or person, people invariably come to fill that 
space in a way that both defines and is defined by the label.

A different kind of nominalism— I call it dynamic nominalism— attracts 
my realist self, spurred on by theories about the making of the homo-
sexual and the heterosexual as kinds of persons or by my observations 
about official statistics. The claim of dynamic nominalism is not that 
there was a kind of person who came increasingly to be recognized by 
bureaucrats or by students of human nature but rather that a kind of 
person came into being at the same time as the kind itself was being 
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invented. In some cases, that is, our classifications and our classes 
conspire to emerge hand in hand, each egging the other on. (Hacking 
1986b, 228)

Dynamic nominalism seeks to capture two important vectors shaping who 
we are. First, socially available roles define our conceptions of ourselves; 
this Hacking refers to as determination from above. But then there exist 
individual vagaries of behavior, variations on the life- themes the avail-
able roles provide. This points to an element of choice and innovation 
(Hacking 1986b, 234). But while the notions of split or multiple person-
alities, on the one hand, and homosexuals, on the other hand, are both 
products of dynamic nominalism, they do not stand on equal footing. 
For one— homosexuality— displays a conceptual robustness and stability 
that the other does not. Multiple personality syndrome has proven to be 
a tenuous phenomenon and a much- contested concept; homosexuality, 
in contrast, has flourished as a form of self- identification and institution- 
building.

Not all kind- making, then, is of a kind. Some of our efforts latch 
more successfully than others onto features that prove stable and endur-
ing. Just as in his philosophy of science, Hacking emphasizes the primacy 
of experimental and laboratory work over theoretical elaborations. Stabil-
ity and utility determine ontological status— “If you can spray them then 
they are real” (Hacking 1983, 23). That is, Hacking shuns theory as his 
guide to reality. He finds no substitute for examining the factors that help 
create, then sustain, and perhaps finally undercut ways of categorizing 
people in practice. “I do not believe there is a general story to be told 
about making up people. Each category has its own history” (Hacking 
1986b, 234). In short, not even all interactive kinds are alike.

Hacking’s account of intentional action involves both of the action 
vectors mentioned above: social availability and individual variation. He 
links his analyses of actions and kinds (Foucault and Goodman) in the 
following way. Like Alasdair MacIntyre and Erving Goffman, Hacking 
(1986b, 229) maintains that the roles available for people to assume de-
fine who any of us can be: “Making up people changes the space of pos-
sibilities for personhood.”8 But what bounds or defines the “space of 
possibilities”? To this critical question Hacking fashions a powerful and 
insightful reply. “We have,” he astutely suggests, merely “a folk picture 
of the gradations of possibility” (229). But what determines the “grada-
tions of possibility” for actions must be carefully examined. For, it turns 
out, the logical possibilities for action link more to what we say about 
them than, for example, the behavior of microbes or the possibility of a 
five- sided square.
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The relevant sense of “action” here is intentionally directed be-
havior, i.e., behavior described using a particular vocabulary. Now Hack-
ing (e.g., 1986b, 230) throughout his writings attributes this approach to 
G. E. M. Anscombe and her famous formula that intentional actions are 
“actions under a description.” This tie to Anscombe provides an interest-
ing connection, as we shall see, back to Danto and narrative sentences. 
But although this is, as far as it goes, an accurate characterization of the 
position Hacking consistently espouses, it fails to emphasize the philo-
sophical points at issue (points Hacking knows quite well, but not ones 
apparent to all of his readers).

If the concern is to understand how people communicate, advert-
ing to processes in the head looks the wrong way. The point that Ans-
combe and Hacking emphasize is that intentionality cannot be explicated 
in terms of a private mental state. Rather, as Hacking (1995b, 235) reads 
Anscombe, references to intentional acts reflect socially sanctioned way 
of describing what we or others sometimes do, i.e., how we characterize 
certain behaviors: “I should also say that Anscombe, much influenced by 
Wittgenstein, crisply argues that an intentional action is not, for example, 
an organized sequence of doings plus an inner, private, mental intention. 
The intention under which an event is done does not refer to some entity 
in the mind.”9 In this regard, attributions of intentionality also become a 
study of the use of “words in their sites.”10

Having affirmed that the kinds of actions or social roles available to 
people connect to the kinds of descriptions possible, the question then 
arises for Hacking (1986b, 231) of how this impacts on the space of pos-
sibilities of accounting for or describing past behaviors: “What is curious 
about human action is that by and large what I am deliberately doing 
depends on the possibilities of description.” But what sense can be given 
to the declaration that “the possibilities for what we might have been are 
transformed”? Hacking illustrates his point here by briefly noting how 
the use of the category of suicide evolves over the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.11 As much as almost any other concept of the sort 
that interests Hacking— ones that involve the determination for purposes 
of medicalization of “states of mind”— suicide enters the realm of what 
can become “medicalized” once statisticians begin to count and classify 
kinds of deaths.

Any number of people have over the course of history had a hand 
in actively bringing about their own demise. But what interests and con-
cerns Hacking (1986b, 234) is the emergence of a special notion of sui-
cide, one that classifies a suicide, any suicide, as a type of insanity. Suicide 
thus becomes an index of mental health for individuals, and the rate 
of suicide becomes a corresponding index for that of national groups. 
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This connects, Hacking suggests, Foucault’s “two poles of development,” 
one centered on how to classify individuals— his “anatomo- politics of 
the human body”— and the second that characterizes the “biopolitics of 
the population.” Durkheim’s (1951) Suicide virtually creates a discipline, 
or at least a paradigm for one, by forging one of the first suggested links 
between these two poles. This link would have been impossible but for 
the statistics collected over the previous years, and the statistics required 
a prior commitment to counting and classifying the intention leading to 
death. But the intention here can be for Hacking nothing other than a 
piece of behavior we choose to describe in a particular way. “Even the 
unmaking of people has been made up” (235).

Changing the past by changing the descriptions available works, 
then, for Hacking in at least two different ways. Reclassification can 
change the past impersonally, i.e., in ways regarding others but not one-
self, or it can change one’s own past, that is, with regard to oneself. Hack-
ing’s discussion of the notion of suicide illustrates the first case. Although 
brief, his account of suicide shows how reclassification changes the past 
because a description of action introduced later— the medicalized no-
tion of suicide— literally changes what someone previously did. How could 
it not? What other kind of thing could it be? If what happens in the world is at 
least in part a function of human actions, and if Goodmanian kinds, i.e., 
exemplifications of ways a given community descriptively collates behav-
iors in particular ways, are what actions are, then when new descriptions, 
new ways of collating physical doings become available, this changes what 
actions happened, whenever they happened. Only descriptions create a 
past in which human actions have meaning. For meaning requires as-
cribing an intention, and such ascription depends on what categories 
humans have forged and when.

Hacking develops his take on the Anscombian point by pushing 
characterizations of intentional doings as a kind into a problem area he 
perceives as one characterized by a confusion of causal and definitional 
aspects. For example, in chapter 6 of Rewriting the Soul, Hacking (1995b, 
82) traces out how confusion of cause and concept lies at the heart of the 
now accepted etiology for multiple personality disorder: “We should not 
delude ourselves into thinking that we first defined the disorder and then 
discovered its cause.” The problem here involves failing to distinguish 
between suggesting a name for a particular type of childhood trauma 
and presenting, “as if it were a discovery, that multiple personality is 
caused . . . by childhood trauma” (82). For when presented as a cause, 
it invites patients classified on the basis of certain symptoms (they have 
multiple personality disorder) to discover and attribute a corresponding 
sequence to their own history.
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It is at this point that the confusion of intentions and causes be-
comes germane, for it turns out to be a special case of people’s getting 
made up, by themselves or by others. Here the Goodmanian consid-
erations on kinds come full flower for Hacking (1995b, 89; emphasis 
mine), for his account reveals that these considerations extend to our 
self- understanding and our understanding of others:

A certain picture of origins is imparted to disturbed and unhappy 
people, who then use it to reorder or reorganize their conception of 
their past. It becomes their past. I am not saying that their past is di-
rectly created by doctors. I am saying that this picture becomes disseminated 
as a way of thinking of what it was like to be a child and to grow up. There is no 
canonical way to think of our own past. In the endless quest for order and struc-
ture, we grasp at whatever picture is floating by and put our past into its frame.

We have no choice but to “make up” a past, to impose an order on 
what we take to have happened. If we did not, there would be no coher-
ing scheme to refer to by “the past,” no way of sequencing events that 
account for how things are now based on how they were. (See Roth 1998 
for further development of this line of thought.)

For example, once patients diagnosed as multiples assimilate a con-
fusion of definition and cause into their own self- understanding, they set 
about becoming the people they are told they are.

I suggest that we have not found any ordinary etiology of this illness.
We should not think of multiplicity as being strictly caused by child 

abuse. It is rather that the multiple finds or sees the cause of her 
condition in what she comes to remember about her childhood, and 
is thereby helped. This is passed off as a specific etiology, but what is 
happening is more extraordinary than that. It is a way of explaining 
oneself, not by recovering the past, but by redescribing it, rethinking it, 
refeeling it. (Hacking 1995b, 93– 94)

At least part of the significance of the distinction here as Hacking de-
ploys it concerns how people make themselves into the kinds of people 
a therapist describes by internalizing and then acting in accord with cer-
tain descriptions of themselves. This is how multiples or abused children 
behave, one learns, and then other people take it from there.12

Perhaps the most important aspect of Hacking’s embrace of the An-
scombian account of intention, and one that he himself does not stress 
enough, is how it shifts the question that sometimes bothers Hacking 
himself: What can it mean to say that the past changes, that actions done 
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possess an “indeterminacy” with regard to how they can be character-
ized? The past, a strong intuition suggests, is fixed, closed.

But just here it pays to press Hacking’s own suggestion that we push 
past any folk understanding of “the possible.” Hacking’s account reveals 
the relevant question to be What supposedly stabilizes or fixes what happened 
previously? It— what is past— should prove no more (or less!) changeable 
than the processes comprising it. A past that depends for its coherence 
on contingent concepts or processes, kinds that themselves lack any par-
ticular stability, proves open and subject to change.

I emphasize here that I do not mean just or exclusively our “un-
derstanding” of the past, whatever one takes that to be. Changes of un-
derstanding might be construed so as to imply that such “change” does 
not alter “the past itself” but just alters, so to speak, one’s appreciation 
of what went on. Rather, my claim, following from my reading of Hack-
ing, is that some categories used to constitute the past, including espe-
cially human actions, possess nothing that intrinsically stabilizes them. In 
this regard, past actions may change because intentional kinds have no 
stability or essence beyond the contingencies of community- sanctioned 
descriptions used to characterize them.13

This is particularly true of how we think about ourselves, as noted 
above.14 The indeterminacy of the past consists of the fact that we make 
all kinds, and that human- action kinds in particular are bound only by 
our ways of describing them. Narrowly bound, behavior construed as 
intentional may encompass a limited time slice (a wave or a wink to a 
friend) or it may extend over longer stretches of time and many individu-
als (how the atom bomb came to be built or the human genome unrav-
eled). “The best analogy to remembering is storytelling. The metaphor 
for memory is narrative” (Hacking 1995b, 250). Although Hacking never 
draws this conclusion, his own argument for an indeterminacy in the past points 
to just this “narrativizing” feature as constitutive of the past, and so as the reason 
for its indeterminacy.

We make, unmake, and remake the past not out of ignorance but 
because, regarding human actions, a past consists of just such makings 
and remakings. Talk of changing “the past” rings odd only because we 
(wrongly) attribute to interactive and intentional kinds the robustness 
possessed by some indifferent kinds. In this regard, Hacking (1996, 73) 
stresses that a hallmark of humanistic thought is its lack of those features 
that make for stable scientific knowledge: “A happy by- product of my 
analysis is not only that each style has its own self- stabilizing techniques, 
but also that some are more effective than others. The taxonomic and 
the historicogenetic styles have produced nothing like the stability of the 
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laboratory or the mathematical style, and I claim to be able to show why.” 
Hacking (1993, 303) looks askance at putative sciences whose identity 
conditions for entities stand only because “clamped to taxonomic trees.”

Hacking takes two tacks in showing why what he terms “historico-
genetic” and “taxonomic” styles lack stability. They are related in the 
ways already sketched. In the taxonomic case, there exists the confusion 
of definition and cause. A definition is stipulated and reemerges as the 
announced discovery of the cause. The historicogenetic exemplifies the 
Goodmanian concerns with which I started.15 We project some predicates 
rather than others, but what we take to be stable features turn out to be 
socially entrenched practices which have become, in the fullness of time, 
taken for metaphysical verities.

To change slightly Hacking’s (1993, 304) order of exposition, his 
argument is that, first, “kinds are at the heart of all knowledge,” and, sec-
ond, with regard to the human psyche, “our very classifications change 
the people and behaviors classified.” The argument for the second prem-
ise rests on Hacking’s extended case studies of how psychological tax-
onomies get created and made canonical. Taxonomies rely, he suggests, 
on explicated and unexplicatable notions of kinds, i.e., appeals to in-
tuitive notions of similarity. But the legitimacy of such intuitive appeals 
he finds Goodman to undercut. Such taxonomies, including taxonomic 
classifications of behaviors into actions, have no joints at which to carve. 
They exist only insofar as community- sanctioned practices of projection 
maintain them.

When it comes to retroactive redescriptions of the past, political 
rhetoric will influence many people more than argument and reflection 
will. I do not want to convince anyone to draw the line, in retroactive 
redescription, at any particular place. Rather I would urge that it may 
simply not have been very determinate, in the past, that certain future 
descriptions of past intentional action would apply or could be ap-
plied. . . . 

Old actions under new descriptions may be reexperienced in 
memory.

And if these are genuinely new descriptions, descriptions not avail-
able or perhaps nonexistent at the time of the episodes remembered, 
then something is experienced now, in memory, that in a certain sense 
did not exist before. The action took place, but not the action under 
the new description. Moreover, it was not determinate that these events 
would be experienced in these new ways, for it was not determinate, at 
the time that the events occurred, that in the future new descriptions 
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would come into being. . . . Thus I am suggesting a very difficult view 
about memories of intentional human actions. What matters to us may 
not have been quite so definite as it now seems. When we remember 
what we did, or what other people did, we may also rethink, redescribe, 
and refeel the past. These redescriptions may be perfectly true of the 
past; that is, they are truths that we now assert about the past. And 
yet, paradoxically, they may not have been true in the past, that is, not 
truths about intentional actions that made sense when the actions were 
performed. That is why I say that the past is revised retroactively. I do 
not mean only that we change our opinions about what was done, but 
that in a certain logical sense what was done itself is modified. As we 
change our understanding and sensibility, the past becomes filled with 
intentional actions that, in a certain sense, were not there when they 
were performed. (Hacking 1993, 244, 249– 50)16

The old, and valuable, Freudian insight is that scenes that are re-
covered, whether it is in flashbacks, or through memory therapy, or 
through more ordinary reflective but unassisted recollection, become 
invested with meanings that they did not have at the time that they were 
experienced. Let me add that in our days of inflated psychological ver-
biage, the human actions which occur in those scenes are very often ret-
roactively redescribed. That is, they become actions under descriptions 
that were not available at the time the actions were first performed. 
(Hacking 1995b, 254)

The conclusion from these premises is that the past is indeterminate, 
insofar as what constitutes the past results from a particular narrative, 
certain ways of classifying and sequencing behaviors so as to depict them 
as actions of particular sorts. Changing classifications changes groupings, 
and so literally alters the actions ascribed and so reconfigures accounts 
of causes and consequences of such actions.

In remarkable, consistent, and insightful fashion, Hacking relent-
lessly follows out Foucauldian insights in work that spans more than 
twenty years. Turning inward Foucault’s denial that “the human sciences 
have a genuine object to talk about,” Hacking (1986a, 32) worries about 
the concepts we are “given” to think about ourselves. He worries not 
because they might still the voices of a “true self.” Like Foucault, he har-
bors no such romantic illusions.17 Rather, it is precisely because whatever 
sense we can make of human agency, for moral purposes or otherwise, 
depends so critically on what categories are made available to us that 
we must exercise constant vigilance over invitations about how to think 
about ourselves.
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II

Ironically, as fond as Hacking proves to be of utilizing historical ex-
amples, and despite the implications of his account for historical under-
standing, he says nothing about what makes for historical explanations, 
much less good or bad ones. Nonetheless, his use of Goodman and his 
own tentative discussion of indeterminacies in the past point to implica-
tions beyond those he explicitly considers. Indeed, by linking Hacking’s 
insights regarding the historical and dynamic character of kinds and cate-
gories and considerations by Danto, Mink, and others on narrative sen-
tences and their role in constituting a past, a much more general critique 
can be formulated of a notion of a determinate past.

I begin by noting that Danto’s analysis of narrative sentences might 
itself appear to leave undisturbed a commitment to a type of realist 
metaphysics with regard to past states. The imagined realist holds that 
although new descriptions of the past may later become available, there 
can exist exactly one immutably real past. From the standpoint of sub-
sequent times, all statements about the past, even if they are evidence- 
transcendent, have a fixed truth- value. As Crispin Wright (1993, 148– 49) 
observes, realism makes historical truth “investigation independent,” that 
is, “that what judgments are correct in particular circumstances is some-
thing determined quite independently of human reaction to those cir-
cumstances.” Wright importantly notes as well that this view implies an 
indifference of truth to the passage of time. “But this natural thought 
is simply tantamount to the assumption that the passage of time should 
have no part to play in determining our conception of what states of af-
fairs may coherently be conceived as possible. . . . And this assumption, of 
course, is here at issue” (187).18 A past so conceived must be changeless. 
Otherwise, truth- values would not be timeless.19

Antirealism “takes more seriously the fact that we are immersed in 
time; being so immersed, we cannot frame any description of the world 
as it would appear to one who was not in time, but we can only describe it 
as it is, i.e., as it is now” (Dummett 1978, 369). As Michael Dummett imag-
ines it, antirealism allows for truth- value gaps; some statements about the 
past might lack a truth- value, a position that realism denies. Each position 
captures opposed intuitions about the past; each offends against intuition 
in its own way. The problem here lies in the implication that realism and 
antirealism about the past constitute the sole metaphysical options, and 
so one has to make a forced choice between them.

But much rides on this metaphysical debate. For one, it subserves 
a theory of understanding, i.e., an account of how sentences (including 
tensed ones) could be learned and shared. Epistemology and logic have 
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traditionally featured in this debate only insofar as certain types of state-
ments represent a canonical form of verification (for example, percep-
tion and implication). Implication flows on this view from observational 
statements taken as semantic atoms to statements about unobservables. 
Dilemmas generated by current metaphysical debates about the reality 
of the past reflect, on my view, a misplaced emphasis on the nature of 
canonical verification, one shared by realists and antirealists alike. A 
fundamental aspect of my critique focuses on the assumed canonicity 
of observational statements as a prototype of knowledge and associated 
views regarding the type of logic needed to account for how language 
functions.20

The philosophical critique of current metaphysical views about his-
torical reality that animates this essay emphasizes instead how holism and 
naturalism reconfigure the issues regarding the epistemology and meta-
physics associated with historical knowledge. The “reality of the past,” I 
argue, proves to be no more (or less) problematic than our account of 
any other aspect of reality, and so historical claims ought to be treated 
as subject to the same conditions and caveats that apply to any theory 
of empirical knowledge.21 Empirical knowledge, in turn, on the view de-
fended here requires some general beliefs about the world— a theory in 
an extended sense of that term— in order for anything to emerge as an 
event from the flux of experience.22

Most important, insofar as a primary motivation for exploring the 
existing metaphysical options involves determining which offers a work-
able basis for an explanatory account of history, neither does. Rather, I 
use Danto’s early insight to motivate irrealism about the past.23 On my 
revised view nothing answers to “The Past.” Absent a “view from nowhere,” 
no good reason exists for asserting either verification independent truth- 
conditions or truth- value gaps. That is, realism requires a framework- 
independent view of reality of the sort denied in chapter 2. Likewise, 
antirealism too turns out to depend on just this sort of metaphysical 
determinism, for otherwise the problem of truth- value gaps could not 
arise. Irrealism, that is, does not require a semantic structure that assumes 
either a perspective out of time or one where meaning requires verifica-
tion conditions dependent on what might be available now. Since there 
will be narrative sentences true of any particular time t but not knowable 
at t, these could not be verified at just that moment. Thus, contra Dum-
mett’s version of antirealism, there can be true but in principle unverifi-
able sentences at a given time even absent the assumption of realism.24 
Irrealism results by acknowledging that one’s own history must play an 
important and ineliminable role “in determining our conception of what 
states of affairs may coherently be conceived as possible.” Irrealism as I 
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develop it also implies that how earlier and later times may influence 
one another remains at least partially indeterminate. Indeed, a coher-
ent account of why our future remains undetermined at least in some 
respects also presumes a past that remains open.25 In particular, irreal-
ism helps account for why historical explanation involves a retrospective 
perspective, one that in turn requires a narrative form.

Against, then, a tradition within analytical philosophy regarding 
knowledge of the past from Danto to Dummett that emphasizes analyses 
of statements, I develop an alternative account of historical knowledge 
owing to Leon Goldstein and Ian Hacking, one that eschews the meta-
physics of both realism and antirealism. Goldstein’s account of historical 
knowing utilizes important but overlooked forms of holism and nomi-
nalism. This position has the advantage of taking seriously issues arising 
from historiographic, scientific, and epistemological considerations of 
knowledge about the past.26 However, Goldstein’s formulation suffers be-
cause it permits an unreasonable proliferation of historical “knowledge.” 
If a historian constitutes a past, how could a past so constituted fail to 
represent? What would it be, in other words, for an act of historical con-
stitution to go wrong?

Separating Goldstein’s valuable account of historical constitution 
from this untoward implication requires developing an aspect of his 
position at which Goldstein himself only hints. This feature, as I argue 
below, links to the earlier discussion of Hacking’s innovative application 
of Goodman’s irrealism to historical analysis. The view that results I (fol-
lowing Goodman) term an irrealist view of history. This displaces the 
metaphysical assumption of a fixed or determinate past.

Goldstein (1976, xxii) defines and develops his signature doctrines 
of historical constitution and historical knowing by contrasting them to 
a doctrine he labels “historical realism”: “By historical realism I mean that 
point of view according to which the real past as it was when it was being 
lived is the touchstone against which to test for truth or falsity the prod-
ucts of historical constitution.” Realism as Goldstein opposes it treats “the 
historical past on the model of the experienced present; it is an exten-
sion of our everyday attitudes to the world of past events” (38; see, e.g., 
Ayer 1952, 9). But Goldstein (1996, 154) terms realism so conceived an 
“absurdity,” a doctrine “utterly false” (Goldstein 1976, xxii) to those pro-
cesses that make historical knowledge possible and a subject of rational 
evaluation.

Goldstein (1976, xxiv) finds historical realism operating more as an 
unquestioned assumption in writings about history than as a doctrine ex-
plicitly advocated: “Historical realism is a habit of mind— not a refined 
doctrine— which inclines those possessed of it simply to assume that the 
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conceptions of factuality, truth, or reference which apply when we speak 
of the natural world in the natural present must apply when we speak of 
the historical past, that, indeed, they must apply to any realm of discourse 
to which considerations of truth and falsity obtain.” Goldstein (1996, 243) 
protests throughout his writings against conceiving of the past as an in-
dependently subsisting “touchstone,” as something fixed and therefore 
prior to historical research that true histories represent.

Writing in a similar vein and at about the same time of the publi-
cation of Goldstein’s book, Mink also focuses on the plausibility lent to 
the idea of a historical realism— “the past as an untold story”— by the as-
sumption that the past, as past, was fixed, immutable, not open to change 
(recall Mink 1987, 194). Indeed, the core of historical realism consists of 
the belief that histories are found, not made. What determines the truth- 
value of statements about the past does not depend on available evidence 
or human judgment.27

Although he claims to find everywhere thinkers implicitly assum-
ing historical realism, Goldstein (1976, 38) remarks that he knows “of no 
attempt to explicate and defend historical realism.” I do. William Dray, 
for one, insists on this view. For Dray, the past so conceived constitutes 
a type of permanent possibility of narration— a “tellable.”28 Dray (1989, 
162– 63) succinctly puts the case against antirealism, a view he attributes 
to thinkers as otherwise diverse as Goldstein, Mink, and Hayden White, 
as follows: “The separation [by White and Mink] of historical discovery 
from the aesthetic or moral task of ‘writing up’ what has been discovered 
in narrative form is based on a simple but serious error: it implicitly, but 
falsely, denies that part of what the historian discovers is the configura-
tion the narrative displays. . . . But the form, the configuration, is itself 
the most important fact that historians discover. And facts can exist un-
known.” Note just that Dray straightforwardly asserts what Goldstein de-
nies, namely, that historians discover the past, a “configuration” that exists 
prior to any activity of historical inquiry, a “tellable” as a “fact unknown.”

Yet just what metaphysical status could such historical events have? 
On what basis could one hope to say that events qua kinds of human 
activities are found, not made? In speaking of the sort of events rele-
vant for historical analysis, I focus on events characterized as intentional 
or purposive actions. Such events— behavior characterized “under a de-
scription” of a certain sort— prove central to Goldstein’s account of what 
historical knowing constitutes as the historical past. An event “emerges” 
from all that remains available because some elements can be imagined 
as instantiating a purpose.

Goldstein’s (1976, xxi– xxii) thesis of historical constitution invokes 
the methods specific to historical theorizing as simultaneously consti-
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tutive of the object of historical knowledge: “By historical constitution I 
mean that set of intellectual procedures whereby the historical past is 
reconstructed in the course of historical research.” An eventful historical 
past exists only as a result of human theorizing. History becomes an artifact of a 
disciplined disciplinary imagination.29

Goldstein’s formulations underline a point noted from Danto, 
namely, that historians characterize events at a time— for example, “pre- 
Columbian Nordic excursion”— under descriptions not available at that 
time although now true of that time. What historians constitute when 
constituting a past might be thought of as a paradigm of a past resulting 
from present traces— an account that offers problem- solving potential 
with regard to what the traces trace.

The claim “No constitution, no reference” insists that only in the 
context of a theory do historical questions have a meaning (see also Lo-
renz 1998). For example, questions regarding the Dead Sea scrolls or 
pre- Columbian Nordic excursions in North America can be asked only 
within a prior context that provides these phrases with their meaning. “It 
seems clear that everything that we can come to say about the historical 
past emerges entirely within the framework of historical knowing. Every 
attempt to subject to verificational test the claims that historians make 
requires that the procedures which led to the claims in the first place be 
repeated. There seems to be no way to the referent of a historical asser-
tion except by means of the procedures of historical constitution them-
selves” (Goldstein 1996, 168– 69). The real— truth- makers for statements 
about the past— emerges from within a constituted past. Items appear as 
candidate truth- makers by virtue of their location within a constituted 
framework. Goldstein’s (1976, 127) historian, speculating on the origins 
of the Dead Sea scrolls or pre- Columbian Nordic excursions into North 
America, shapes explanatory events: “In sum, the relation of the his-
torical occurrence to the evidence upon which it is based is not one of 
logical entailment of the occurrence from the evidence, but the occur-
rence is offered hypothetically as what would best make sense of the evi-
dence.”30 Historical events emerge abductively, as part of an inference to 
the best explanation, retrospectively conceived.

Again, the inert and fragmentary remains of a second- century con-
struction can be characterized under multiple descriptions. “Even to 
know that it was built during the reign and, presumably, upon the in-
struction of Antoninus Pius is not really to know what it is. . . . To know 
what it is as something historical is to know what purpose it served, what 
thoughts— policies— it embodies” (Goldstein 1996, 319– 20). Although 
he speaks here of Collingwood, I take Goldstein to be expressing his 
own view as well. In order for remains (traces of the past) to be evidence 
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for something, they must be categorized in a certain way. Categorization 
will often require attribution of a certain purpose. The assumed purpose 
configures artifacts as instantiating a kind or an event.

Similarly, the notion of a career represents a constituted category. 
What makes for a career, and where is it located? Pressing these questions, 
Goldstein (1996, 154) maintains, reveals once again the deeply problem-
atic assumptions made by historical realism:

The absurdity [of realism] emerges from the view that the events of 
human history are located in the past. It depends on taking literally 
the metaphor of temporal location. . . . Franklin- Roosevelt- being- 
elected- in- 1932 occupies one span of time; Franklin- Roosevelt- being- 
inaugurated- in- 1933, another span of time; and so on until Franklin- 
Roosevelt- dying- in- 1945, which occupies still another. . . . In my view, 
the “unity” of all these disparate Franklin Roosevelts is simply a conse-
quence of the fact that it is one career which emerges from the attempt 
of historians to deal with the relevant period of American history. In 
fact, there is no problem of unity. . . . What is closer to the truth is that 
they constitute a course of events or the course of a life. The conti-
nuities are built into the historical constitution itself. (cf. Danto 1965, 
149/146)

Roosevelt’s career does not exist until constituted by a historian. The 
grouping represents an artifact, a colligation by historians studying a par-
ticular person or period.

Goldstein registers an appreciation of the seemingly ineliminable 
tension between a sort of commonsense realism about the past as op-
posed to the “ways of pastmaking” that his own account of historical 
knowing allows. He quotes with hearty approval, in this regard, the fol-
lowing remark by G. H. Mead: “The estimate and import of all histories 
lies in the interpretation and control of the present; that as ideational 
structures they always arise from change, which is as essential a part of 
reality as the permanent, and the problems which change entails; and 
that the metaphysical demand for a set of events which is unalterably 
there in an irrevocable past, to which these histories seek a constantly 
approaching agreement, comes back to motives other than those at work 
in the most exact scientific research” (Goldstein 1996, 245, quoting Mead 
2002, 28). Goldstein (1996, 246) then remarks, in keeping with what I 
earlier (see fn. 43) identified as his Russellian view of knowledge, that 
the “quotation from Mead makes its point with respect to the past, but 
his point is quite general. Any attempt to take one’s stand on reals which 
are alleged to be independent of inquiry is motivated by commitments 



53

T H E  P A S T S

which are independent of the systematic quest for knowledge.” He goes 
on to reflect on what his position implies with regard to, for example, 
conflicting interpretations of the Holocaust (a favorite bogeyman for all 
those who view failure to subscribe to historical realism as tantamount to 
a moral failing). Although he recognizes and sympathizes with the realist 
desire to have a metaphysical club with which to beat down revisionists 
and others, he observes that however “worthy such a goal, in the end it 
cannot be realized. . . . The only past we can talk about is the past as it is 
known to us” (252).

The contrast here between Goldstein’s view and Dummett’s reflec-
tions on realism and antirealism proves instructive. All the metaphysical 
options as Dummett conceives them assume observation- like sentences as 
a model of verification. All statements about nonobservables, including 
statements about the past, build inferentially on these. But Goldstein’s 
considerations bring to the fore how radically naïve and inappropriate 
this model turns out to be for statements about the past, and especially 
ones at any significant historical remove. One might easily miss what re-
mains of live interest in Goldstein’s philosophy just because the account 
of confirmation on which he relies ignores the holist constraint on which 
he otherwise insists.

Goldstein’s discussion has, then, the virtue of highlighting what 
sorts of inferential practices actually come into play in constituting the 
past. The perspective from which a historian makes statements such as those found 
in histories typically does not consist of a perspective that could have been had by 
any observer at that time. Even if what a historian reports appears to be a 
matter of fact, no observer at that time could likely have described the 
event in that way. The “logic” used to constitute the past resembles not 
a recursive structure built on observation. Rather, the structure given to 
time and memory reflects a significance that emerges regarding what 
happened when viewed looking backward.31 Relatedly, appreciating that 
observability itself becomes identified intratheoretically, Goldstein’s 
account of the interpretive element in the constitution of evidence ceases 
to mark history off from other forms of inquiry.32 Further issues regard-
ing evidence and inference emerge below. But for now, the point of note 
concerns how a prior theoretical structure determines the semantics of 
statements about the past.

Yet Goldstein’s version of antirealism has its costs. If the activity of 
historical knowing constitutes the very objects of historical knowledge 
independently of perception,33 then Goldstein leaves unclear just how, 
on his account, any activity of historical knowing could fail  to produce 
knowledge. Since Goldstein’s antirealist constitutes the past, how can 
there be any error in representation? There seems no way for a histo-
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rian to go wrong. Thus, an ironic consequence of Goldstein’s antirealism 
would appear to be not a lack of historical knowledge but its prolifera-
tion. Historical knowledge so conceived seems to be knowledge too easily 
had. Knowledge proliferates because nothing on this account appears to 
remain by which to drive a wedge between representations of the past 
and its putative object— “The Past.”

Interestingly, a very different way of answering this vexed question— 
What limits the process of historical construction?— can also be found in 
Goldstein’s writing. On the alternative formulation he offers, historical 
knowledge stands as prototypical of empirical knowledge. All knowledge, 
Goldstein says in this other mood, turns out to be constitutional in some-
thing like this broadly naturalistic way. Knowledge becomes understood 
as an artifact of a particular approach within which interrogation of 
nature proceeds and through which one interprets its answers.

In this regard, nothing marks off the intratheoretical methods and 
practices constitutive of what Goldstein terms historical truth or historical 
objectivity34 from any other form of scientific inquiry. “I want my remarks 
to be general, since I believe that the primacy of knowing is a generally 
sound epistemological stance, though I do not want to stray too far from 
philosophy of history” (Goldstein 1996, 163; see also Goldstein 1976, 89– 
91). Historical constitution preserves bivalence just as Dummett’s limited 
antirealism did, by making sentences true or false relative to a model. 
“The description is historically true not because it corresponds to an ac-
tual event as a witness may have observed it, but rather because given the 
evidence in hand and the ways in which historians deal with and think 
about such evidence it is reasonable to believe that some part of the 
human past had such- and- such characteristics” (Goldstein 1996, 117– 18). 
This emphasis on the role of prior beliefs and a disciplinary matrix has 
the great merit of bringing into high relief a feature common to both 
historical realism and antirealism. Each explicitly utilizes current habits 
of categorization in its characterization of past events and actions (Gold-
stein 1976, 38).35 Absent some magical ability to reproduce a bygone Welt-
anschauung (with no small part of the magic residing in the belief that 
there exist such determinate and shared mind- sets to reproduce), what 
historians do is to use resources available now in an effort to reconstruct 
prior patterns of categorization.

One final consideration here is how realism and antirealism have 
been treated as the only available options for conceiving of the reality of 
the past. Realism demands that all sentences about the past now have a 
determinate truth- value. Dummett’s global antirealism allows sentences 
to have a truth- value based only on what can be known now; consequently, 
there will be truth- value “gaps.” Some sentences about the past will be 
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judged neither true nor false. Finally, what Dummett terms “limited anti-
realism” and Goldstein dubs “historical constructivism” have truth or fal-
sity relative to a model of historical knowledge. In this regard, Goldstein’s 
animus toward realism appears tempered by a type of Peircean faith in 
the convergence of inquiry. That is, both Goldstein and Dummett hold 
out for notions of truth that transcend relativity to a model. To the extent 
that each does, each remains committed to a traditional metaphysical pic-
ture of a structured past prior to any constitution by human categories.36

Danto, however, offers a sophisticated analysis of the problem of 
attaching truth- values to sentences about the past that shows that the 
variants canvassed by Dummett and Goldstein do not capture the full 
complexities. Bringing this complexity into view reveals a sense in which 
knowledge of the past remains contingent, but a contingency that does 
not arise because of any lack of evidence about the past. Contingency so 
conceived offers a counter to an antirealist view of the past without yet 
being realism.

I begin by developing an example from Danto (1965, 195; see gener-
ally his discussion on 193– 96):

(1) “Talleyrand begat Delacroix and Delacroix painted the Mort de Sar-
danapale.”

This sentence has the following interesting logical feature: although 
both its conjuncts are now true, they were not always simultaneously 
true. Some years passed between the state of affairs described in the 
first conjunct and that described in the second conjunct. This generates 
the following puzzle. Sentence (1) is a conjunction, and so formally its 
truth- value should be a function of the truth- values of its conjuncts. But 
the conjuncts are indexed to different times. So, depending on the time 
of the statement, the first conjunct may be true and the second false. In 
order to capture the cases when just (1) would be true (Danto calls this 
“time- true”), Danto maintains that the time- true version of (1) is:

(2) “Talleyrand begat Delacroix and Delacroix will paint the Mort de 
Sardanapale.”

But although (2) may be time- true, is it true? If true, (2) entails

(3) Delacroix will paint the Mort de Sardanapale.

Yet (3) is a paradigm instance of a sentence without a truth- value, since 
it speaks of what will be, not what is or was. Danto takes this to show the 
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nonequivalence of “time- true” and “true.” His “narrative sentences”— 
sentences that mention events standing in a determinate relation in time 
but that utilize a later event to describe the earlier, for example, “Pier da 
Vinci begat a great genius”— will typically be analyzable as containing a 
time- true part. This creates a logical puzzle. Future- tense statements like 
(3) conjoined with any true statement should yield a statement without 
a truth- value, but (2) proves otherwise.

Moreover, since we take the logical relation of time- dependent 
events such as those in (2) to be contingent, Danto (1965, 196) notes 
“that when any such compound proposition also contains a time- true, 
past referring, singular proposition, the entire compound proposition 
[such as (2)] expresses a past contingency. So not every time- true sentence 
about the past is true or false.” This analysis of narrative sentences there-
fore yields time- true sentences, not sentences true or false absolutely. 
Simply put, narrative sentences that have determinate truth- values rela-
tive to a model (that is, are time- true) do not allow for the usual infer-
ences regarding the truth- values of their constituent statements.

Call such sentences “inferentially opaque,” meaning that without 
the relevant model, uncertainty exists regarding whether or not the usual 
deductive inferences can be applied. The source of opacity resides in 
what Danto terms their past- contingency; some passage of time must be 
assumed in order for both conjuncts to be true. How matters turned out 
for this child of Talleyrand illustrates in turn how future events lead to a 
redescribing of a past event.37

It is important to note that Danto (1985, 341) recognizes that insofar 
as what happens later leads to redescriptions of what happened earlier, 
changing the past can change the present as well:

But for the rest, I think, it may be said that to the degree that our past 
is in doubt, our present— the way we live in the world— is no less in 
question. And indeed, our very actions inherit these margins of incerti-
tude, for what we do can only have the meanings we suppose it to have 
if is located in a history we believe real. . . . The present is cleared of 
indeterminacy only when history has had its say; but then, as we have 
seen, history never completely has its say. So life is open to constant re- 
interpretation and assessment.

But now tensions within Danto’s position emerge full flower. On the one 
hand, Danto’s account of narrative sentences denies a key realist doctrine 
regarding all sentences having their truth- values timelessly. But, on the 
other hand, he endorses the arch- realist doctrine that true sentences are, 
in Wright’s earlier quoted phrase, “investigation- independent.”38 He does 
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this because, like Dummett, he assumes a deep link among meaning, 
truth, and logical structure. But Danto’s (1985, 320– 21) own analysis of 
narrative sentences makes problematic that such a formula applies as an 
analysis of statements about the past.39

More generally, what Goldstein and Danto show each in his own 
way is that questions of the reality of the past turn out to be anything but 
investigation- independent. Goldstein highlights the roles of prior theo-
retical beliefs and abductive inference. Danto demonstrates that narra-
tive sentences will generate the type of “truth- value gaps” in statements 
about the past that Dummett takes as a hallmark of an intuitionist ap-
proach to understanding and a type of antirealism about the past. But 
these logical problems turn out to connect to a yet more general logical 
problem regarding the constitution of kinds, events, and intentional ac-
tions. Hacking develops and exploits this.

Keep in mind that metaphysical issues remain tied to questions 
of how language can be learned and shared— what Dummett terms a 
“theory of understanding.” Although I have no such theory to propose, 
my arguments do show that whatever logic drives such a theory needs to 
provide an account of how humans agree in judgment with regard to lan-
guage use, in particular categorization. Emphasis on so- called canonical 
forms of verification presupposes agreement in judgment with regard to 
categorization rather than explaining it. By complicating any account of 
agreement through discussions of the reality of the past, a goal here is 
showing how much more interpersonal coordination a theory of under-
standing involves than is usually acknowledged.

I suggest that Goldstein’s “historical knowing” or constructivism be 
understood as just a type of Goodmanian exercise, of organizing traces 
into kinds. Goldstein (1976, 133) read as a Goodmanian recognizes that 
“criteria for the grouping are drawn entirely from those intellectual op-
erations which are the practice of history itself.”40 This point applies quite 
generally. What is the case for historical knowing as a type of constituting 
extends to all forms of knowledge. What counts as evidence, and for what 
it counts, turns out to be a product of practices of inquiry as informed 
by the use of predicates (past or present). Training, feedback, and group 
reinforcement anchor words to the world. The features that Goldstein 
identifies as central to historical knowing turn out to be generic features 
of empirical knowledge.

This allows Goldstein’s account of historical knowing to connect 
with considerations that Hacking’s work brings into high relief. Hacking’s 
interpretation of Goodman’s riddle and his account of kinds discussed in 
part I bears directly on issues central to a theory of understanding that 
so concern Dummett and his interlocutors. For there to be communica-
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tion, a linguistic community requires, as Wittgenstein famously remarks, 
agreement in judgment. This presupposes at least some agreement on 
how predicates can be applied or reapplied. So, learnability conditions 
must involve acquiring compatible standards of inductive inference, that 
is, classification. This suggests that these issues about how language can 
be learned and shared— the concern with a theory of understanding 
that motivates the metaphysical debate— should not take observation and 
deductive inference as basic. The perceptual and logical operations pre-
suppose an understanding of classification but do not explain it.

This suggests that learning a language has important analogies to 
learning a theory or to processes involved in theory change. Hacking 
takes to heart Kuhn’s observations on the training of scientists and ap-
plies them to linguistic communities generally. When individuals no lon-
ger receive training or guidance in the use of the categories that have 
fallen out of use, all criteria of correctness for application of them can 
become lost.

The nominalist replies, (a) the world is a world of individuals; the indi-
viduals do not change with a change of paradigm. But a nominalist may 
add, (b) the world in which we work is a world of kinds of things. This 
is because all action, all doing, all working is under a description. All 
choice of what to do, what to make, how to interact with the world, how 
to predict its motions or explain its vagaries is action under a descrip-
tion; all these are choices under descriptions current in the community 
in which we work and act and speak. Descriptions require classification, 
the grouping of individuals into kinds. And that is what changes with a 
change in paradigm: the world of kinds in which, with which, and on 
which the scientist works. (Hacking 1993, 277– 78)

An important historicist- like point, moreover, emerges just here. Once 
again, for habits of classification at any significant historical remove, 
claims to be able to use this language, absent a living core of users, be-
come quite literally meaningless.

Hacking illustrates this point by reference to alchemical theory and 
Paracelsus. One can, he notes, read the words Paracelsus wrote. But the 
challenge of knowing what Paracelsus meant by the terms comes now in 
applying those terms to things in the world as they presumably were when 
Paracelsus and his contemporaries were alive. But how can one judge if 
one has the use right if there now exists no community to corroborate 
judgments regarding use? (Hacking 1993, 297).41 For the reality of the 
past construed in terms of witnessing presupposes either magical access 
to what now no longer exists— a community of users who support and 
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sustain patterns and habits of application— or assumes unjustifiably that 
present patterns of categorization suffice for the witnessing involved. But 
absent communities of past speakers or a fact of the matter with regard 
to meaning, neither assumption can be said to enjoy even the slightest 
plausibility.

As noted in part I, Hacking strongly endorses Goodman’s riddle and 
its chief consequences: nature does not dictate any organizing scheme 
to us, and different schemes need have no connection to one another. 
No organizing scheme has primacy; different organizing schemes need 
not be compatible with or reducible to one another. Hence, different 
“worlds” come to be. These points bring together Goldstein, Goodman, 
and Hacking not only with regard to constituting a past but also with 
the most striking and remarkable consequence, that there must be a 
sense in which the past can be indeterminate, open to change. In par-
ticular, skepticism and indeterminacy regarding present kinds apply to 
past schemas as well, particularly actions qua kind of behavior— a kind 
distinguished by the presence of intentions. Recall the lesson Hacking 
(1999, 130) drew: “We can well understand how new kinds create new 
possibilities for choice and action. But the past, of course, is fixed! Not 
so. As Goodman would put it, if new kinds are selected, then the past 
can occur in a new world.”42 Goodman’s riddle challenges the belief that 
the categories and classifications employed to name events also specify 
metaphysical essences. It suggests that identifying events proves no more 
fixed than current habits of classification. Insofar as actions appear im-
mutable and their effects flow forward from this nature, the past appears 
fixed. In this respect, entrenchment goes deep; it fosters the illusion that 
the past consists of something more, by way of events, than contingent 
classifications.

The argument has been that antirealism still privileges a naïve no-
tion of the observational, and so creates a false contrast between knowl-
edge in the present and knowledge of the past. Damian Cox (2003, 37) 
suggests that one cannot “avoid a dichotomy between some version of 
metaphysical realism on the one hand, and some version of irrealism on 
the other.” Cox explores senses in which worlds can, following Goodman, 
be said to be made and yet not fashioned from materials that, in the end, 
appeal to the very sort of metaphysical realism with which irrealism was to 
contrast. For example, it poses no particular affront to realism to suggest 
that before the stars were mapped in a particular way, the Big Dipper did 
not exist. But what of the stars the maps map? “If the Big Dipper doesn’t 
predate our introduction of the ‘Big Dipper Concept,’ do the stars them-
selves predate our development of the concept of a star?” (Cox 2003, 40). 
But Goodman has a response. If the world made contains stars billions 
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of years old, it poses no problem to the claim that we made that world 
that it has features not possessed by the version of the world we make. 
For example, one can make a two- dimensional representation of a three- 
dimensional object, or a black- and- white version of a colored object. A 
nominalist strategy focuses on what makes for categories and kinds; it 
does not conjure into existence something from nothing.

The making need not have every feature imputed to the made. As 
Cox (2003, 41) comments, “We make a starry past, in part, by making the 
spatio- temporal order of the past. Since there is no ready- made temporal 
order, we make a past by imposing a temporal order on things. We make 
stars in the remote past, but we shouldn’t expect this making to have itself 
occurred in the remote past.”43 Once made, concepts do not remain in 
control of their makers. This implies, among other things, that whether 
there exist “traces” supporting the made- up world cannot be determined 
except by looking.

As a final illustration of an irrealist explanation, I consider an argu-
ment by a historian of science, Gad Prudovsky (1997), concerning the le-
gitimacy of imputing to historical figures concepts they could not possibly 
have had. The particular case concerns Koyré’s interpretation of Galileo, 
specifically the ascription by Koyré to Galileo of a conception of mass that 
Galileo did not possess. Prudovsky asks, “What can be the justification of 
ascribing to Galileo a terminology (‘mass’) of which he knew nothing? 
and second, can this type of ascription withstand the anti- anachronistic 
critique of recent studies in the methodology of historical writing?” (16). 
Without here examining the full complexity of Prudovsky’s sophisticated 
defense of the concept of inertial mass that Koyré reads into his recon-
struction of Galileo, the core point that emerges is a deliberate strategy 
to make the historical personage as rational as possible.44 The justifica-
tion maintains, unsurprisingly, that the concept or something like it exists 
already implicitly in Galileo’s reasoning. This legitimates, Prudovsky 
argues, the imputation of the anachronistic concept.

What makes Prudovsky’s (1997, 26) account of particular interest 
is the Goodmanian account that he (unawares) finds in the implicit yet 
still unarticulated notion of inertial mass that Koyré ascribes to Galileo: 
“Koyré wanted to argue that this is the first step in the development of 
the concept of inertial mass in the history of science. Such a step is ob-
viously a preliminary move, not wholly clear to those who made it, and 
hence lacking the maturity of the later classical concept. Thus, the con-
cept does not remain constant: it changes in the transformation from its 
implicit phase to its explicit one.” That is, as Prudovsky reads Koyré, the 
concept of inertial mass does interpretive work, but what he employs is 
equivalent not to the contemporary concept but only to some indetermi-
nate approximation of it. Like Kripke’s “plus” and “quus,” one cannot 
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say that Galileo must have some particular function “in mind.” This al-
lows Prudovsky to explain how Galileo applies the concept to the cases 
without having to claim that Galileo has a “worked out” version of the 
concept and so knows precisely to which cases it extends and which not.45

One could say here, on Prudovsky’s reading of Koyré, that by ascrib-
ing to Galileo a concept he could not have possessed Koyré constitutes a 
Dantoesque event— the moment in history when Galileo introduces what 
will become the concept of inertial mass— and then uses this to explain 
why what Galileo argues makes sense. No one could say or predict at that 
moment that this was happening, or that a certain concept would come 
to have a settled use in a future scientific community. The point rather 
is to illustrate how historical events may be constituted and explained in 
terms of concepts in some sense present in but not known to those to 
whom they are attributed.

At the most general epistemological and metaphysical levels, no 
principled distinction emerges between empirical knowledge generally 
and knowledge of the past. The forms of inference required to have em-
pirical knowledge at all— inductive, abductive, and deductive— arise for 
all such cases of knowledge. Once the presumption of givenness with regard to 
evidence or of shared conceptual schemes is renounced, the “shape of the past” and 
the “shape of the present” receive their form under fundamentally similar holist 
constraints. Temporal distance may accentuate problems of making sense 
of others and what they did, but the problems posed turn out not to be at 
all unique. Only in a theory do things— for example, facts, events, kinds, 
actions— exist and have explanations.

The suggestion that people now decide what traces are traces of 
proves shocking only if one imagines that this attaches only to attempts 
to know the past. A persistent fear post- Kuhn has been that in erasing 
a clear line between experience and theory, nothing “real” remains to 
serve as a check on interpretations. What people imagined empirical evi-
dence to be turns out to be theorizing by another name. Excesses of this 
sort do exist.46 But this fear proves overblown inasmuch as the position 
developed here simply makes divides between theory and evidence or 
observables and nonobservables into a contingent fact and not a neces-
sary or conceptual one.

More generally in the philosophy of science, problems arise con-
cerning, for example, charting progress across incommensurable scien-
tific theories where the events or facts described in one have no status in 
the theory that supersedes it. But for all such cases, no ultimate arbiter 
for what constitutes the reality of kinds and events exists.47 Analogous 
factors in the philosophy of history have not been given the attention 
they deserve.

As noted in chapter 1 and the discussion of the nonstandardization 
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thesis regarding narrative explanations, Mink comes closest to making ex-
plicit why reference to events in time— Danto- like narrative sentences— 
must make a difference to the form that historical representation and 
explanation take. And as discussed in that earlier chapter, Mink seizes 
on Danto’s suggestion that historical events lack, and scientific events 
have, a “standard description” as what separates historical discourse from 
scientific discourse. A scientific theory specifies what features a descrip-
tion of an event must include in order to be considered complete; events 
in historical discourse remain descriptively incompletable (Mink 1987, 
139n6; cf. Danto 1965, 176– 77). Inasmuch as salient features of a situa-
tion continue to emerge only retrospectively, this fact logically precludes 
any possibility of stating (timelessly) what (for a particular time) will be 
of significance.

Mink published his review of Danto in 1968, when a symmetry of 
explanation and prediction was widely assumed. He uses this assumption 
to argue that Danto’s account demonstrates why the lack of a standard de-
scription will make historical events unpredictable, and so inexplicable. 
For the view that a “standard description” would be possible would be 
equivalent to assuming the possibility of an Ideal Chronicle. But Danto’s 
own analysis demonstrates that historical descriptions of earlier events 
often incorporate knowledge that comes later, either because the later 
event informs on the earlier or because the conceptual vocabulary comes 
later. In such cases, nothing known by anyone at the time could have 
been used to predict, and so explain, what lies ahead. “So,” Mink (1987, 
145) concludes, “the analysis of descriptions possible only after the event 
is also an argument against the possibility of covering- law explanations 
in characteristically historical discourse.” But renouncing as necessary a 
symmetry between explanation and prediction might appear to deprive 
this argument of its force.

I draw a different lesson, for Mink’s contrast between what would be 
required of an event in order for it to be fodder for a scientific theory— a 
“standard description”— and the absence of such a description for his-
torical events remains an important and useful insight. Mink and Danto 
agree that “essentially historical discourse” requires expression through 
narrative structure. Moreover, that some events allow a scientific treat-
ment in the most robust sense of the term, Mink (1987, 145) acknowl-
edges, “is one thesis on which reasonable men will not disagree.” But he 
then adds, “There is nothing wrong with being wise after the event; it is 
just that we can’t be wise after the event, before the event.” To be sure, 
what comes to be learned later just might reveal what could not possibly 
have been known earlier. Hindsight may teach that nothing could have 
remedied ignorance of what was to come.
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But about which events can one be wise before the fact, and which 
only after? What shows that some historical event could not have been 
predicted at the earlier time? In order to avoid toy examples, consider the 
following: “‘The long Second World War’ commenced at the moment in 
which various states required that their peoples’ liberties be subordinate 
to their nationality. No precise definition is possible, but 1922 would be 
a sensible starting point for Italy, 1931 for Japan, 1933 for Germany and 
perhaps 1929 for the USSR. . . . [The Munich agreement] sounded the 
final prelude to those actual wars which would break out in Europe and 
the wider world between 1939 and 1941 and which are known as the Sec-
ond World War” (Bosworth 1993, 6– 7). Danto (1985, xv) at one point 
speaks of philosophical analysis as revealing “a descriptive metaphysic,” 
by which he means “a general description of the world as we are obliged 
to conceive of it, given that we think and talk as we do.” Mink (1987, 145– 
46) agrees, but quickly makes the point that any such descriptive meta-
physics will itself be subject to historical influence and change: “But one 
may still ask: could we think and talk differently? The answer must be yes, 
by the witness of history itself. . . . And to acknowledge this possibility is 
to bring our descriptive metaphysic under the category (itself historical) 
of history. Yet since our central concepts stand and fall together, change 
cannot be capricious, or fragmentary, or idiosyncratic.” I do not endorse 
any suggestion that human cognition embodies functions that must be 
or even typically are “capricious, or fragmentary, or idiosyncratic.” But 
the arguments of this chapter suggest that any “descriptive metaphysic” 
represents a historically fashioned imposition on the flux of experience 
and not a discovery of “categories in the mind” shared by all who com-
municate. Claims to conceptual necessity turn out to be just one more at-
tempt to lay hands on the “really real.” In addition, once belief in shared 
conceptual frameworks goes, so goes their explanatory utility. As David-
son (1973– 74, 20) perceptively notes, “If we cannot intelligibly say that 
schemes are different, neither can we intelligibly say that they are one.” 
The extent to which various ways of characterizing the world stand or fall 
together remains an open question.

This chapter has charted a course that began with Danto’s insight 
that established that descriptions true of a past time cannot be deter-
mined at that time. What events can justifiably be said to have taken 
place at a time changes over time. Using Goldstein’s account of historical 
constitution, I then argued that historical events said to occur at any 
particular time must be products of attributing some unifying theme or 
purpose. Events as usually discussed in human histories must be consti-
tuted at least in this sense. Finally, I developed this notion of historical 
constitution further by employing Hacking’s view that what events can be 
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said to exist depend on the stock of descriptions or categories available. 
In particular, I argued, when the stock changes, by addition or deletion, 
the extant events at a time do as well.

The overall import of these arguments has been to problema-
tize the notion of an event in particular, and evidence in general, in 
relation to the construction of pasts, of histories. To speak of pasts as 
constituted and not found gives priority to modes of classification over 
perception in the order of understanding. Because nothing a priori an-
chors practices of classification, no sense can be attached to claims that 
some single structure must or does determine what events take place in 
human history. In addition, in the process of examining the arguments 
for rejecting the metaphysical assumption, rationales for the defining 
features of historical narratives— nonstandardization, nondetachability, 
and nonaggregativity— emerge as consequences.

Irrealism denies an assumption that both realism and antirealism 
turn out to share: an imagined view from nowhere, a past seen sub specie 
aeternitatis. In this respect, the arguments against an “ideal” perspective 
developed in chapter 2 can now be seen to draw support from irrealism. 
Given alternative modes for structuring what happens, changes in descrip-
tions can alter relations among events imputed to a past, and so how a past 
thus structured impacts what becomes possible going forward. A plurality 
of pasts results because constituting a past depends to some degree on so-
cially mediated negotiations of a fit between descriptions and experience. 
Even what we take to distinguish what can change and what cannot itself 
depends on the descriptions deployed. Unless for reasons now unknown 
there ceases to be a possibility of descriptive change or reclassification, 
human histories will continue to reveal a multiplicity of pasts.

This brings us back, of course, to the question of how rejecting 
a realist metaphysics relates to the methodological objections of logi-
cal formlessness and evaluative intractability that seemingly followed 
from the characteristics of historical narratives stressed in chapter 
1— nonstandardization, nonaggregativity, and nondetachability. At a first 
pass, arguments against a realist view of history also provide reasons why 
the use of narrative form proves to be nonaccidental. The past has no 
form until given one by categories imposed on what we take to be evi-
dence. But even renouncing realism does not yet show that narratives 
have title to being called explanations. However, the next chapter argues 
that, granting irrealism, one can recognize a category of what I call es-
sentially narrative explanations. What these are, and how they serve to 
answer the methodological objections, is the focus of the next chapter.
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Essentially Narrative Explanations

We can now return to considering the methodological objections to narra-
tive explanation rehearsed in chapter 2, viz., the charges of logical form-
lessness and evaluative intractability. Understood from this perspective, 
philosophically situating narrative as a species of the genus explanation 
requires satisfactorily replacing the work done by validity and soundness 
in more traditional philosophical accounts.1 Attention to narrative form, 
however, slights this critical point. Since analyses of narrative structure 
underline the parallels between history and fiction, the study of narrative 
is not going to illuminate the relevant differentia of historical explana-
tions. The complaint, in brief, is that emphasis on narrative structure 
situates historical practice too close to the writing of fiction. So the cate-
gory of narrative explanation must be rejected inasmuch as the analysis of 
narrative stands unrelated to the rational evaluation of historical inquiry.

In this regard, those features identified as serving replacement func-
tions should be linked to one another at least insofar as whatever logic 
connects explanans and explanandum also helps underwrite claims to 
explanatory significance. Methodological naturalism2 requires no more 
for scientific standing, i.e., establishing a “family resemblance” in these 
key respects between narrative explanations and other accepted forms of 
explanation. Thus, one goal of the next several chapters is to establish 
that evaluating narrative explanations turns out to be no more difficult 
or problematic than assessing other explanatory practices.3

Reasons for rejecting the methodological problems based on 
charges of formlessness and intractability emerge in the process of an-
swering three interrelated questions. First, what determines that an ex-
planation has in some critical or essential respect a narrative form? Sec-
ond, how does a narrative in such cases come to constitute a plausible 
explanation? Third, how do the first two considerations yield a basis for 
evaluating an explanation offered as a narrative? Answers to each of these 
questions include illustrations of actual narrative explanations and also 
function to underline attendant dimensions of evaluation. Together 
these answers and examples will locate those features that mark narratives 
as explanations and correlatively identify the evaluative considerations 
that attach to them.

The view defended here will be that narrative explanations explain 
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narrative sentences (i.e., an explanandum expressible as a narrative sen-
tence). In particular, I show why only a narrative can explain some events 
formulated as narrative sentences. As a consequence, evaluating expla-
nations that have narrative form essentially (in a sense to be clarified 
below) will primarily be a function of assessing competing explanations, 
and so draw on evaluative criteria more akin to theory appraisal than to 
hypothesis confirmation. But my case for identifying those dimensions 
of rational appraisal relevant to narrative explanations builds on features 
unique to having narrative sentences as explananda.4

What marks an explanation as having narrative form essentially? For 
purposes of identifying narrative explanations, the minimalist notion of 
what counts as a narrative sketched in chapter 1 will do. As given there, 
a narrative involves an “unfolding,” sequencing of a series of events that 
accounts for a development. This indicates why many theorists hold that 
there exists a deep conceptual tie between narrative form generally and 
histories in particular. Psychoanalytic theorist Humphrey Morris (1993, 
36) provides a succinct expression of this view: “A ‘narrative’ . . . is a par-
ticular language form that is organised according to a fundamentally 
temporal principle, that is, according to some variation on a ‘beginning- 
middle- end’ structure. Narrative, in this structural sense, is self- evidently 
‘historical.’” Related remarks offering a minimalist characterization can 
readily be found in writings of literary theorists (e.g., Miller 1990).

This minimalist approach to characterizing narrative results unsur-
prisingly in a liberal standard regarding what to count as a narrative. 
Yet for the purpose of getting clearer about narrative explanations, it 
matters not that by this criterion many works may qualify as narratives. 
Rather, what proves critical to clarifying narrative as a form of explana-
tion involves whether or not an explanation in this form can also be 
nonnarratively structured. That is, does it allow for paraphrase into some 
other, nonnarrative explanatory form? For if so, then whatever explana-
tory import such a narrative seemingly possesses— revealing how things 
at the beginning of a series came to be what they later were— turns out 
to be inessential for purposes of explanation. Hempel’s well- known ex-
ample of a radiator bursting provides a case in point. A story explaining 
why it burst— e.g., one’s failure to put in antifreeze— can be recast and 
given instead classic deductive- nomological form. In short, the core issue 
concerns whether or not some explanations must have narrative form 
essentially.5

Chapter 1 sought to establish that narrative explanations possess 
three key characteristics: (1) the nondetachability of the explanandum 
from the supporting narrative, (2) the nonstandardized character of 
event(s) explained, and (3) the nonaggregativity of narrative histories. (1) 
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follows from the fact that a narrative constitutes both the explanandum  
and its relations to the explanans— statements of the event to be ex-
plained and those that explain it. Jouni- Matti Kuukkanen (2012, 342; see 
also 355) rightly emphasizes this feature as the hallmark of the “narrativ-
ist turn” in historiography: “Narrativism sees historians as constructors of 
literary products— narratives— in the production of which they employ 
various rhetorical and literary techniques. Sometimes ‘narrative’ is under-
stood as a story or story structure, but it may be better to understand it as 
any cognitive structure that connects individual statements and creates 
some general coherent plot, meaning, or interpretation of the past.” A 
focus on the study of narrative construction as a defining feature of his-
toriography reflects the ongoing influence of Hayden White’s work. For 
what White emphasizes and what has guided discussion within historical 
theory for over four decades has been the historian’s fundamental role 
as a creator of historical narratives. But where White typically focuses on 
narrative as a literary resource, the basic point at issue in this chapter is 
epistemological: what passes as historical knowledge. Historians some-
times write as if occupying a “view from nowhere,” but my account follows 
White’s by insisting that this represents only a rhetorical conceit and not 
a possible epistemic position.

The nonstandardized feature mentioned in (2) relates to (1) inas-
much as the sort of events to be explained— wars, revolutions, famines, 
and other typical foci of human histories— do not exist as “standardized” 
in some conventional theoretical sense, as the periodic table and related 
laws of compounding standardize elements and formulas in a natural 
science such as chemistry. There exists no settled theoretical “recipe” 
in historiography regarding how facts should or could be put together 
to make an event and which events they make. Insofar, then, as a history 
both claims to provide causal knowledge and yet has no scientific laws to 
cite, its theoretical underpinnings require special excavation and scru-
tiny. In this respect, (2) also underwrites (3), inasmuch as different narra-
tives identify different events and so different causal sequences. These 
cannot be expected to aggregate, to yield some integrated account about 
what happens and why. Nonaggregativity denies the possibility of a Uni-
versal History— some single account that links all possible events under 
one explanatory rubric.

Further, for reasons discussed in chapters 2 and 3, it can now be ap-
preciated how what Danto terms “narrative sentences” exposes an under-
lying rationale for all three characteristics. Such sentences express truths 
about past times that can be known only retrospectively, even though true 
at an earlier time. Narrative explanations I claim prove uniquely suited 
to account for those retrospectively knowable truths that narrative sen-
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tences express. So, in addition to possessing the features of nondetachability, 
nonstandardization, and nonaggregativity, an essentially narrative explanation 
will also have a narrative sentence as a statement of its explanandum. A narra-
tive explanation will be a presentation of a temporal series that answers 
why the explanandum turns out to be as it is. For without reference to 
this retrospective stance, there would exist nothing to explain. And since 
what must be explained has no standardized format that explains it, a 
temporal sequence that cannot utilize laws or law- like generalizations will 
be required. If a narrative explaining a narrative sentence has narrative 
form essentially, then there exists no nonnarrative way of explaining just 
that event. That is, in those cases where the available antecedents pro-
vide no basis for rationally accounting for the outcome (e.g., assuming 
that in 1951 it could not be predicted that Ronald Reagan, who starred in 
Bedtime for Bonzo, would be elected the fortieth president in 1980), then a 
sequencing of events that has the later event emerge as a consequence of 
the earlier (i.e., a narrative) provides the only sort of explanatory account 
one could have for such cases.6

The issues here do not concern, e.g., ignorance at some moment 
or a lack of access to some relevant facts. That is, what makes narrative 
sentences possible turns out to be quite unlike cases where mere igno-
rance precludes knowledge— e.g., those who experienced the plagues 
that Europe suffered in the fourteenth century could not know exactly 
what beset them.7 By contrast, in the case of an event such as the Black 
Death, the fact that it began some time in the fourteenth century simply 
could not be known then because the event so named emerges only later 
than when it first started. In other words, a narrative sentence adds a truth 
to an earlier time because related to some subsequent occurrence. By 
contrast, a statement to the effect that people at time t were sick with a 
particular disease at t does not expand a list of what could be said to be 
true of a moment at just that moment.

In this key respect, i.e., by creating a means to explain narrative 
sentences, narrativizing enables a historian’s enterprise and constitutes no 
obstacle to it. Wallace Martin (1986, 73; emphasis mine) nicely summa-
rizes this fundamental sense in which those conventions that constitute a 
possibility space for narrative form in turn make history possible:

The conventions of narrative, as identified by Danto and [Hayden] 
White, are not constraints on the historian and novelist; rather they create 
the possibility of narration. Without them, and confronted with a sheer 
mass of facts, the historian would have nowhere to begin. Knowing what 
is of human significance, the historian has a subject; knowing some-
thing of human thoughts, feelings, desires, and the incredible variety 



69

E S S E N T I A L L Y  N A R R A T I V E  E X P L A N A T I O N S

of their manifestations, and the social structures that mediate them he 
or she can form a hypothesis concerning why something happened as it 
did. This hypothesis determines which facts will be examined and how 
they will be put together.

More generally, any charge that narrative form (as determined by those 
conventions discussed by narrative theorists) imposes a fictionalized 
structure on history misses that fundamental epistemic insight narrative 
sentences reveal, viz., that human histories exist only as a product of a 
very special sort of retrospective description. This is why to say that events 
such as the beginning of the Holocaust or the onset of the Black Death 
emerge only from that sort of perspective in no way implies some lack of 
“reality.” Rather, it acknowledges the unavoidable fact that such events 
exist only by virtue of humans who shape experience in certain ways for 
certain purposes.

At their points of origin, historical and fictional narratives appear to be 
entirely different. . . . Despite these differences, the two narrators face 
the same problem: that of showing how a situation at the beginning of 
a temporal series leads to a different situation at its end. The very possi-
bility of identifying such a series depends upon the following presuppo-
sitions, as Arthur Danto and Hayden White have shown: (1) the events 
involved must all be relevant to one subject, such as a person, a region, 
or a notion; (2) they must also be unified in relation to some issue of 
human interest, which will explain why (3) the temporal series must 
begin and end where it does. (Martin 1986, 72– 73)

The point made in (2) above— the human interest in play— determines 
as well the subject (1) and the series to be studied and explained, i.e., (3).

Interestingly, Martin (1986, 74; emphasis mine) identifies narra-
tive sentences (without naming them as such) as that which structures 
a narrative: “It is the end of the temporal series— how things eventually 
turned out— that determines which event began it; we know it was a be-
ginning because of the end.” Martin neatly connects what defines a history 
as narrative— a beginning- middle- end structure unified by showing the 
development of a subject over time— and what a historical narrative con-
tains that no other nonfiction inventory includes: an occurrence at an 
earlier time knowable only through and as constituted by a retrospec-
tively available description.

But having suggested an answer to the first of my original ques-
tions, i.e., what determines that an explanation has narrative form, the 
other two initial questions remain: How do these factors ease worries tied 
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to logical formlessness and evaluative intractability? That is, what makes 
narratives explanatory, and how do their structural features inform on 
standards of evaluation?

In particular, a serious obstacle to answering either of these ques-
tions arises from a belief that narratives typically seem to be descriptive, 
i.e., context- providing. And insofar as narratives develop context, what 
they offer seems to fall on the philosophically unhelpful side of any imag-
ined descriptive/normative divide. How, then, could narrative form re-
flect or connect to any evaluative norms? As Allan Megill (1989) nicely 
put this issue, narratives seem to offer primarily recountings, i.e., detailed 
descriptions of a chosen subject over time. Descriptions to be sure can be 
judged according to standard canons to be correct or incorrect, justified 
or not, but such judgments would be informed by norms extrinsic to a 
narrative, and so not by features specific to narrative structure. Consid-
erations of narrative form would thus remain extraneous to evaluation.

Megill develops an analysis of Fernand Braudel’s (1976) The Medi-
terranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II that provides 
a helpful initial approach to answering my remaining questions. Megill 
qualifies as a “narrative liberal” regarding how to interpret a text. For he 
maintains with reference to his chosen example that although Braudel 
does not position or understand The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean 
World as a narrative history, it nonetheless is. A primary reason for not 
classifying Braudel’s classic as a narrative would be that it seems to lack a 
defining feature of a narrative: a focus on how a single subject develops 
over time in a way that accounts for why that subject is as it is at the end 
of the sequence.

Can the Mediterranean be said to change or develop, such that 
some germane features of it can be expressed in terms of a narrative 
sentence? Megill (1989, 646) maintains that Braudel does just this: “The 
Mediterranean tells us what ‘the Mediterranean’ was and, to some extent, 
still is.” Or, as Megill notes quoting Braudel: “The Mediterranean speaks 
with many voices; it is a sum of individual histories” (646).8 Indeed, in the 
sentence immediately following the one that Megill quotes from Brau-
del, Braudel (1976, 13) goes on to state, “If these histories assume in 
the course of research different values, different meanings, their sum 
must perforce change too.” This sentence suggests a narrative sentence, 
a retrospective view of things past that adds a truth— “their sum must 
perforce change”— about that past not knowable at the earlier time.

Braudel’s book repeatedly realizes this suggestion. Consider the fol-
lowing example: “To claim that there is a global Mediterranean which in 
the sixteenth century, reached as far as the Azores and the New World, the 
Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, the Baltic and the loop of the Niger, may 
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appear an unwarranted exaggeration of its boundaries. . . . To meet the 
historian’s demands, however, the Mediterranean must be accepted as a 
wide zone, extending well beyond the shores of the sea in all directions”  
(Braudel 1976, 168). The “demands” to which Braudel refers here are 
explanatory ones. He indicates this when he writes, “Politics merely fol-
lowed the outline of an underlying reality” (137). In short, statements 
such as the one regarding the “global Mediterranean” express a narrative 
sentence, a statement knowable as true only in retrospect, and yet true 
of the Mediterranean at that earlier time.9 The apparently descriptive 
statements— Megill’s “recountings”— serve as Braudel’s justification for 
his narrative sentence.

Megill (1989, 642) notes that in Braudel’s epic work “explanations 
seem embedded in something much larger that is not explanation.” He 
terms the “something much larger” the descriptive element. However, 
what Megill characterizes as the descriptive part dovetails with the claim 
just made that Braudel’s narrative simultaneously constitutes and con-
structs both explanans and explanandum. Put another way, as previously 
noted, narrativists in historiography rightly emphasize that facts do not 
“speak for themselves.” Accordingly, they have long insisted that both 
what gets described and how it gets described are products of norma-
tive considerations on the part of the historian. Reflection on essentially 
narrative explanations demonstrates exactly why, for these cases at least, 
there simply exists no separating descriptions of what happens and jus-
tifications of how a sequence accounts for an event, i.e., nondetachabil-
ity. For if there could, that explanation would not have narrative form 
essentially. The descriptive and the normative, the contextual and the 
explanatory, must become of a piece in cases where only a narrative can 
shoulder the explanatory load. Narrative sentences in particular typically 
express truths that only narratives can explain.

The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II 
provides an explanation of narrative sentences such as, “A global Mediter-
ranean Sea reaching as far as the Azores and the New World, the Red Sea 
and the Persian Gulf, the Baltic and the loop of the Niger existed in the 
16th century.” This in turn demonstrates how apparent agents (people 
of various times and regions) actually respond to an “underlying reality,” 
i.e., the Mediterranean. But then all the elements needed for a conven-
tional narrative turn out to be present, just as Megill (1989, 646) claims, 
with its chief “actor” being a protean geographic entity:

The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World is best seen, then, as a vast 
character analysis, in which Braudel broke down “the Mediterranean,” 
which begins as an undifferentiated entity, into its constituent parts, 
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with growing attention over the course of the book to the human pro-
cesses that are carried out within this geohistorical space. . . . The Medi-
terranean tells us what “the Mediterranean” was and, to some extent, 
what it still is. Braudel’s explanations are contributions to this end. The 
work is a vast recounting, into which explanations are stuck like pins 
into a pin cushion. It is likewise a vast narrative, though more an anato-
mizing narrative of character than a sequential narrative of action.

This might appear to contradict the gloss on the notion of a narrative 
that, following Little, I earlier provided. But the problem is only appar-
ent. For purposes of better understanding narrative explanations, Megill’s 
analysis importantly illustrates how a narrative explanation can have a dif-
fuse and dynamic subject as its focal element. The “character” of a geographic 
entity exerts an influence that structures development over time. As narrative 
liberals, we take an expansive view regarding what counts as a historical 
narrative. This liberality helps identify texts that expose, in turn, instances 
where only by describing a situation in a particular way can certain claims 
be justified.

This does not confuse description and justification. Rather, such 
cases exemplify why when a narrative sentence requires explanation, that 
distinction ceases to be relevant. Unlike Megill, I focus on narrative sen-
tences and their special role in narrative explanations. Put in my terms, 
by identifying the fact that narrative sentences express that which Braudel 
seeks to explain, only a narrative can be marshaled to do the work of ex-
planation. This forced use of narrative form for purposes of explanation 
collapses in that context any descriptive/evaluative distinction.

Consider in this regard the following remark by Raul Hilberg (1985, 
1044): “The destruction of the Jews was thus no accident. When in the 
early days of 1933 the first [German] civil servant wrote the first definition 
of ‘non- Aryan’ into a civil service ordinance, the fate of European Jewry 
was sealed.” Somewhat more prosaically, Hilberg’s statement may be re-
worded as a narrative sentence: The Holocaust began in 1933. While one 
may of course dispute Hilberg’s statement, it clearly can be construed as 
a narrative sentence, one stating what his vastly influential work explains. 
Much of Hilberg’s “recounting,” as Megill would have it, in that massive 
work consists of facts arranged, as Hilberg (1985, 993– 94) himself so aptly 
puts it, so that, “in retrospect, it may be possible to view the entire design 
as a mosaic of small pieces, each commonplace and lusterless by itself. Yet 
this progression of everyday activities, these file notes, memoranda, and 
telegrams, embedded in habit routine, and tradition, were fashioned into 
a massive destruction process. Ordinary men were to perform extraordi-
nary tasks.” Although Hilberg does not credit himself as the one who de-
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liberately and carefully crafts this mosaic, nonetheless he basically creates 
for scholarly study an event now known as the Holocaust.

The eminent Holocaust historian Christopher Browning offers the 
following appreciative assessments of the lasting impact of Hilberg’s book:

Hilberg’s major contribution was to portray the Nazi destruction of the 
European Jews not as a giant pogrom, orgy of sadism or descent from 
civilization into barbarism, but rather as “an administrative process car-
ried out by bureaucrats in a network of offices spanning a continent.” 
(Browning 2007c, 10– 11)

In Hilberg’s portrayal, this event was a vast bureaucratic and administra-
tive process employing a cross- section of German society, not the aber-
rational accomplishment of a few demented individuals. The Holocaust 
comes to be marked as an independent event, one whose workings have 
implications that extend beyond situating it as a historical aberration, a 
freak, pathological event on the margin of German and European his-
tory. (Browning 2007a, 1; emphasis mine)10

A point I would emphasize here concerns the fact that Hilberg’s narrative 
makes the primary actors bureaucracies and institutions (the institutional 
context for his “habit, routine, and tradition”), and the event explained 
exists in a very temporally and spatially diffuse sense: the destruction of 
the European Jews.

This event becomes true of those sites and times where extermina-
tions occur, although no one site and no one time constitutes the event in 
question. Retrospectively naming that event makes it possible to identify 
other true statements about that event that would not exist absent that 
understanding. Moreover, no causal sequence exists to be fashioned until 
such an event needs explanation. The causal sequence, in turn, can consist 
only in this case of seeing facts as ordered and so related in a particular way. The 
description creates this event, and the event named by ‘the Holocaust’ be-
comes true of a collectivity of occurrences after the fact. This exemplifies 
not only an underlying irrealism of events but also all the characteristics 
of essentially narrative explanations.

In order to gain some appreciation of how Hilberg’s narrative came 
to constitute this event, consider the remarks of H. R. Trevor- Roper, a 
prominent British historian who published a highly influential early re-
view of The Destruction of the European Jews. Trevor- Roper begins by noting 
a point crucial for our purposes: what he finds to be new about this book 
does not consist primarily in the information it provides; it resides, rather, 
in Hilberg’s structuring of that information:
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This is a forbidding book. It is nearly 800 pages long. The pages are 
double- columned. It has nearly a hundred statistical tables. It is written 
in an austere style, without literary grace or emotion. And it deals with 
a subject of which, this year, we have already read a great deal. I hardly 
thought, on taking it up, that I should be unable to put it down . . . 
[that] I should have read it through, almost without interruption, and 
quite without skipping, to the end. For this is not merely a compilation 
or a recapitulation of the now documented facts. It is not yet another 
chronicle of horrors. It is a careful, analytic, three- dimensional study of 
a social and political experience unique in history: an experience which 
no one could believe possible till it had happened and whose real sig-
nificance still bewilders us. (Trevor- Roper 1962, 351)

As Trevor- Roper (1962, 352) emphasizes in his review, by focusing not on 
the victims but on how the machinery of destruction came to be mobi-
lized, Hilberg raises a question— the key question, I am inclined to say— 
regarding how perpetrators come to be recruited in order for something 
like this to occur: “The great interest of Mr. Hilberg’s book is that he has 
faced this total problem. . . . While keeping to a narrative form, he has 
studied the social problem analytically: his narrative carries along with 
it a profound social content. That is why I call it ‘three- dimensional.’ 
It reveals, methodically, fully, and clearly, the development of both the 
technical and the psychological process; the machinery and the mentality 
whereby one whole society sought to isolate and destroy another which, 
for centuries, had lived in its midst.” He clearly was not alone in experi-
encing a type of “gestalt- shift” upon reading Hilberg’s work.11 Browning 
(2007a, 1) observes that as late as 1969 his graduate student encounter 
with Hilberg’s work induced “the equivalent of an academic ‘conversion 
experience.’” Trevor- Roper’s remarks bring into sharper focus the point 
made above regarding the narrative sentence that states Hilberg’s con-
clusion and how his detailed recounting also functions as justification— 
showing how an act of institutionalizing anti- Semitism starts a nation 
down “the twisted road to Auschwitz.”

The Destruction of the European Jews fits the mold of a narrative ex-
planation developed above. Its conclusion can be stated as a narrative 
sentence, one that the text explains by providing a beginning- middle- 
end structure that presents a story line detailing the causes of that event, 
but where “causes” can be identified only by offering specific steps in 
an extended developmental sequence. No laws underwrite this sequenc-
ing. And while other genocides happen both before and after, “geno-
cide” does not name a scientifically standardized event type. The result 
will be explanatory, an answer to an important “Why?” question that 
depends essentially (in my sense of the term) on a temporal sequencing 
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of certain statements of fact. Here again no functional distinction exists 
between describing that sequence and justifying causal links. The event 
explained— what “the mosaic of small pieces” depicts— moreover cannot 
be detached from the narrative that presents it.

Indeed, as noted in the remarks by historians who first encounter 
it or who reflect on it even fifty years after its publication, that “event” 
became visible only after Hilberg’s work gave it a shape and a name. 
And as reactions to and subsequent scholarship reveals, the narratives con-
cerning what happens over this time span do not aggregate.12 Finally, what the 
narrative explains cannot be explained in any other way. For narratives 
“create” what they simultaneously set out to explain, not because they 
“make things up,” but precisely for the reason that narrativists such as 
Hayden White have for so long insisted: only by this means does a histo-
rian provide meaning and structure to a morass of details that otherwise 
has neither.

Recall that responding to the methodological objections would 
emerge in answering three questions: (1) What determines that an expla-
nation has in some critical or essential respect a narrative form? (2) How 
does a narrative in such cases come to constitute a plausible explanation? 
and (3) How do the first two considerations yield a basis for evaluating an 
explanation offered as a narrative? The account provided so far consti-
tutes my answers to (1) and (2), and so the charge of logical formlessness. 
How does this bear, in turn, on the charge of evaluative intractability?

With regard to justification, a key aspect of the irrealist position that 
I defend comes out most forcefully in my claim that essentially narrative 
explanations create the explanandum event. They do so by utilizing a 
narrative sentence. Historical events, on this view, exist only under a de-
scription. This description, in turn, makes it possible to formulate truths 
about that event. The analysis above focuses primarily on internal factors 
that bear on justifying narrative explanation, and particularly on why a 
sequencing of apparently descriptive statements unavoidably assumes the 
normative burden of justification in essentially narrative explanations. 
Elsewhere (particularly Roth 1998, 2004) I emphasize and explore the 
critically important comparative aspects regarding evaluating competing 
narrative explanations.13 But although there will be factors both internal 
to a narrative explanation (assessing the sequencing) and external to it 
(comparison with competing narratives, if any), I suggest that evaluation 
in the end can only be on a case- by- case basis. The fact that narratives 
cannot be expected to aggregate will be a limiting factor; that the events 
explained have been standardized, at least to some extent, will abet com-
parative evaluation. In other words, nonaggregativity and nonstandard-
ization force this result; no general test can be had.

The focus so far has been on a proposed category of essentially 
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narrative explanation and has been developed and illustrated by refer-
ence to certain well- known historical texts. But does this category relate 
to narratives in the historical natural sciences like evolutionary biology 
and historical social sciences like cultural anthropology, and if so how? 
Inter alia and so unlike those rehearsed above, these other cases may ap-
pear to be somewhat standardized in a theoretical sense. For example, 
what is the relation of essentially narrative explanation in evolutionary 
biology to the usual explanatory structure found there, e.g., general prin-
ciples of variation and natural selection, standardized taxonomic lan-
guage of organisms, and standardized events like mutations and extinc-
tions? These theoretically specified aspects of evolutionary biology would 
appear to work right along with and even be integrated into essentially 
narrative explanation. Do these considerations require modifying how 
essentially narrative explanations have been characterized?14

I cannot here address all these questions. The cultural anthropol-
ogy case can, I suggest, be readily assimilated to those already discussed, 
but demonstrating that would require an attention to the details of spe-
cific ethnographies. I focus instead on a case from evolutionary biology, 
since that prima facie appears the hard case for essentially narrative ex-
planations as developed to this point. But the difficulties turn out to be 
more apparent than real. In particular, another route to grounding the 
features claimed herein for narrative explanation can be found by ex-
amining a closely related position urged by John Beatty and Isabel Car-
rera (2011), who argue for narrative explanations from the perspective 
of evolutionary biology. After developing details of this case, I return 
to questions raised above regarding how it fits with essentially narrative 
explanations.

Beatty and Carrera, attending to remarks made by Stephen J. Gould, 
note a distinction between two very different senses of historical contin-
gency. On one, the notion can be parsed in terms of a standard counter-
factual rendering: if certain facts about the past had been different, then 
there would be differences going forward. But on a second sense of his-
torical contingency that they find in Gould’s writings, one fraught with 
significance for evolutionary biology, differences going forward might 
emerge even assuming an unaltered antecedent state. Following Gould, 
they call this “replaying life’s tape” (Beatty and Carrera 2011, 472– 73). In 
this thought experiment, Gould maintains that if one could erase “life’s 
tape,” going back to some particular point, and then “replay” it from that 
point (start over with the state description of that time t, so to speak), 
Gould doubted that from a biological/evolutionary standpoint the tape 
would “play out” exactly as before.

Beatty and Carrera (2011, 482) observe that Gould did not seem 
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alert to these two very different senses of historical contingency that he 
invokes. They set out to explore whether the “replay” scenario can be 
made plausible, but with their own twist: “History matters . . . when the 
past that had to happen (in order to realize the future) was not bound 
to happen, but did. By switching our focus from the unpredictability of 
the outcome to the unpredictability of antecedent events, we have moved 
from a situation where one and the same past event is consistent with al-
ternative possible future events . . . [i.e.,] to a situation where, of all the 
past events that might have been, the one that had to occur in order to 
bring about the future event of interest did in fact occur.” But what does 
it mean to focus on “the unpredictability of antecedent events”? Here 
Beatty and Carrera, by way of illustrating the unpredictability of adaptive 
traits that emerge in orchids, cite an ingenious experiment that actu-
ally instantiates in some key respects Gould’s “replay” of nature’s tape 
Gedankenexperiment: “The basic (ongoing) experimental setup involves 
the investigation of twelve, initially identical (cloned) populations of the 
bacterium E. coli, as they evolve in identical (and identically altered) en-
vironments. The investigators have detected a number of differences in 
evolutionary outcomes among the twelve lines, differences that cannot 
be attributed to differential selection pressures (since the groups have 
faced identical selection pressures in their identical environments), but 
that seem instead to be causally dependent on chance differences in 
the variations (and order of variations) that have arisen in the different 
lineages” (488). After 31,500 generations, one lineage exhibited an ex-
tremely rare but highly adaptive mutation. The question addressed by 
the researchers in line with the “replay” scenario concerned whether 
or not this mutation would occur in the other populations as well, or 
“whether the population in question had by that time, though a series 
of contingencies, evolved to become uniquely capable of taking the final 
evolutionary steps in the direction of citrate metabolism” (488). Because 
the researchers preserved samples of each of the dozen initially identi-
cal E coli strains every five hundred generations, they could “rerun” the 
tape, so to speak, and replay the evolutionary cycle by taking a preserved 
sample from some point antecedent to when the mutation emerges and 
see if it emerged again. “And what they found was that the ability to me-
tabolize citrate arose over and over again, suggesting that, by this point, 
the lineage in question had become uniquely capable of making the 
evolutionary breakthrough” (489). So although “life’s tape” begins iden-
tically for all twelve of the lineages under study, only one manifests the 
mutation of interest. Upon a “replay” of nature’s tape, no such mutation 
occurs in the other strains.

This suggests the conclusion that, starting from a genetically iden-
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tical initial state and holding the environment constant, in some worlds 
(at least one, anyway) a specific mutation emerges, and in some (indeed, 
most) it does not. There will be, moreover, no predicting that this muta-
tion might ultimately emerge because “in the beginning” all these “pos-
sible worlds” share a point of origin.

From this consideration of contingency/unpredictability (since 
none of the other eleven strains made this leap, and since they start as 
biologically identical), Beatty and Carrera suggest certain conclusions 
regarding the function of a narrative explanation. They follow W. B. Gal-
lie in suggesting that (quoting here from Gallie) “the unpredictable de-
velopments of a story stand out, as worth making a story of, and as worth 
following” (Beatty and Carrera 2011, 490). As they gloss the moral here, 
“The outcome may seem improbable at the beginning of the story, but 
really should not seem improbable at the end” (490). But why ascribe as 
Gallie does primacy to unpredictability/contingency in structuring or 
identifying the specifically historical? For surely a reader of, e.g., Hil-
berg’s work or Braudel’s opus does not begin in ignorance of how matters 
turn out. As Mink (1987, 47– 48) noted in criticism of Gallie’s view, “What 
he [Gallie] has provided is a description of the naïve reader, that is, the 
reader who does not know how the story ends,” and what this reveals is 
that “to know an event by retrospection is categorically, not incidentally, 
different from knowing it by prediction or anticipation.” Granted, Beatty 
and Carrera do not insist that unpredictability represents a necessary 
feature of narrative explanation. But is unpredictability a feature that 
in fact creates a special place for narratives in the spectrum of scientific 
explanations?

In this regard, their own phrasing of the announced moral does not 
square with their chosen emphasis on unpredictability: “What narratives 
are especially good for— what makes them worth telling, and renders 
them non- superfluous— are situations where history matters: where a 
particular past had to happen in order to realize a particular future, and 
when the past that had to happen (in order to realize that future) was 
not bound to happen, but did” (Beatty and Carrera 2011, 491). But this 
characterization of why “history matters” emphasizes, I suggest, retro-
spective insight. Narratives certainly show their worth when history mat-
ters. But the mattering emerges, as they themselves put it, when one now 
knows what “was not bound to happen, but did.” One only knows it was 
not bound to happen because retrospectively something now known to 
matter emerges, and knowledge so gained through hindsight can be used 
to fashion a narrative that then charts a developmental course from a be-
ginning to an end. This may also have been unpredictable, in the sense 
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scouted earlier. But unpredictability just serves to emphasize that this 
insight could be obtained only retrospectively.

Beatty and Carrera note that what narratives provide but that pre-
dictive accounts cannot involves explanations that offer, as they put it, a 
“stepwise” path from beginning to end. This point also underlines that 
they too have characterized what I term an essentially narrative explana-
tion, i.e., one where there exists no explanation of how this came to be 
as we find them apart from a sequencing of events. Their quote cited 
immediately above continues as follows: “A representation or account of 
such a situation would need to proceed stepwise, because some stages— 
those marked by a fork in the road— require information not derivable 
from previous stages. We need to be told which paths were taken; the 
narrative supplies this information, as it is needed. The more forks in 
the road on the way to the actual outcome, the more points at which his-
tory matters” (Beatty and Carrera 2011, 491). As their own remarks here 
make clear, their actual emphasis falls on the importance of retrospective 
knowledge, on knowing where the noteworthy forks exist and what did 
happen at those points. This new information about the past, in short, be-
comes available only upon assuming a retrospective view. This hindsight 
allows one to identify truths about an earlier time not then knowable as 
true. One marks the end of this narrative— the admittedly unpredict-
able mutation that marks the terminus of their laboratory tale (for the 
moment), because once that mutation emerges, a story exists to tell. As 
Wallace Martin noted, knowing the end allows a beginning to be identi-
fied. What makes for a narrative, what makes for a tale to tell consists in 
having a full story in hand.15

The value that Beatty and Carrera find in narrative as a type of ex-
planation thus can be transposed into an essentially narrative explana-
tion, one emphasizing the role of narrative sentences. The experiment 
provides some insight or explanation into evolutionary possibilities be-
cause the explanandum event in such cases— e.g., a mutation that con-
fers an adaptive advantage to an orchid— can be identified only in that 
way, as true of an earlier time but not knowable as such at that time. 
Retrospectively, one can know what proves adaptive and what does not. 
At the moment, the emergence cannot be predicted, and its relative ad-
vantage, if any, must await a test of time. But then one can later say truly 
of the earlier time that an adaptive advantage emerges then. Since time 
reveals what proves adaptive, adaptive mutations will be invisible even 
to an Ideal Chronicler at a given moment in time. But the importance 
of narrative resides in the fact that only through it can one express and 
explain such truths.
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An evolutionary explanation as sketched by Beatty and Carrera 
manifests as well the other features that mark an explanation as having 
narrative form essentially. An explanation of the process that results in an 
adaptive mutation cannot be detached from the narrative of which it is a 
part. Only by contextualizing it— identifying retrospectively those steps 
“marked by a fork in the road”— does it get explained, and what explains 
must also be formed by contrast within that historical account.16 The em-
phasis on unpredictability proves not to be fully misplaced, since it sig-
nals that the events of concern do not exist in some standardized form. 
An evolutionary narrative cannot be paraphrased into some other form 
and still capture what it aims to explain. Regarding connections between 
nonaggregativity as I discuss it and explanations in evolutionary biology, 
see the informative and illuminating discussion by Currie (2014).17

This leaves only the question of how this example fits with the final 
aspect of essentially narrative explanations, viz., that the event explained 
is nonstandardized. As noted at the outset of this section, events studied 
by evolutionary biology do appear to be standardized by virtue of belong-
ing to a theory that assumes standardization for such cases, and so in con-
trast to other sorts of historical events that I discuss.18 But even granting 
this, what counts as an adaptation remains contextually defined and ret-
rospectively identified. To the extent that context remains ineliminable 
and so an adaptive mutation proves only retrospectively specifiable, then 
the explanandum event will in turn also be nonstandardized in the sense 
relevant to how essentially narrative explanations have been character-
ized. For under that description, the event has no nonnarrative explana-
tion. Those other, more standardized aspects will enter into the sequenc-
ing, but they can neither displace nor replace a need to narrativize. Put 
another way, the relation of explanans and explanandum (whatever the 
content of statements in the explanans) remains essentially narrativized.

As responses to Hilberg’s or Braudel’s work earlier illustrated, the 
merits of such narrative explanations characteristically consist in how 
they focus and shape subsequent inquiry and debate. That is, historical 
texts in particular function to explain by providing the sole means to 
formulate and answer certain types of explanatory problems. And if an 
event can be explained only narratively, then (ceteris paribus) for that 
reason evaluating that explanation will have to be done comparatively, 
i.e., relative to a competing narrative.

To reject essentially narrative explanations would thus be to deny 
that at least some events expressible only as narrative sentences properly 
qualify for explanation, i.e., to declare a narrative sentence qua explanan-
dum to be nonsense, as an inappropriate candidate to be evaluated for 
its truth or falsity. But this move surely lacks any plausibility. Conversely, 
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if essentially narrative explanations do function to explain narrative sen-
tences, this should begin to establish their naturalistic bona fides. Com-
pleting the argument for naturalizing narrative requires saying some-
thing more about how essentially narrative explanations intersect with 
and relate to other recognized forms of scientific explanation. I address 
that issue in the next three chapters.
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The Silence of the Norms

In history . . . expectations are far less precise, and there is cor-
respondingly less agreement than in science about whether 
expectations “fit the facts” and about the sorts of data relevant 
to their evaluation. . . . The historian’s problem is not simply 
that the facts do not speak for themselves but that, unlike the 
scientist’s data, they speak exceedingly softly. Quiet is required if 
they are to be heard at all.

— Thomas Kuhn, “The Halt and the Blind: Philosophy and 
History of Science”

Having developed an analysis of a category of narrative explanations, 
this chapter and the next offer an answer to a question that, as noted in 
earlier chapters, has dogged historiography since the nineteenth cen-
tury: How does historical/narrative explanation relate to other forms of 
scientific explanation (on the assumption that history provides a form 
of empirical knowledge, and so counts as a science in some sense of the 
term)? My answer proceeds in two steps. The first (developed in this 
chapter and the next) examines Kuhn’s impact on our understanding 
of what science is. Despite over a half- century of commentary on Kuhn’s 
(1962/2012) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (hereafter referred to 
as SSR), Kuhn’s own historiographic method remains underexamined 
and its exact nature unappreciated. This chapter raises and sharpens 
the question of Kuhn’s “missing historiography” (as I term it). The next 
chapter provides an account of Kuhn’s historiographic method and its 
significance for understanding the relationship of history to other forms 
of scientific inquiry. In particular, I show that the structure of SSR ex-
emplifies that of an essentially narrative explanation. The second step 
(chapter 7) uses the conclusion from the reading of SSR developed in 
chapters 5 and 6 to indicate how narrative explanations fit within a more 
general naturalist view of inquiry.

A philosophical mystery, one cloaked in a methodological irony, 
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shrouds a key development in contemporary philosophy of science. The 
mystery? How to account for the logic of explanation that underwrites 
the influence and status of Kuhn’s (1962/2012) widely celebrated and 
extensively studied SSR. What makes this a mystery? Consider the fol-
lowing irony: despite SSR’s status, there exists no generally accepted 
specification of those features that a historical explanation ought to pos-
sess.1 In this key respect, fifty years of debate regarding the merits of SSR 
have proceeded virtually without mention of the philosophical void re-
garding the topic of historical explanation. Almost all readers of SSR have 
stared this mystery in the face for fifty years now without taking notice of 
or commenting on it.2

Indeed, the fact that the entire topic of historical explanation fell 
off the map of (analytical) philosophy decades ago compounds the mys-
tery of how SSR could have been influential and the irony of its enduring 
impact. Just at a moment when philosophy of history arguably should 
have “taken off” as a core philosophical discipline, riding a wave of pro-
fessional concern one might have expected Kuhn’s work to generate, 
discussion instead effectively ceases and the topic disappears. And even 
those reporting “the naturalists’ return” record no sightings or mentions 
of philosophy of history.

In this sense, the mystery runs deep. For it has managed (or so it 
seems) to elude detection even by those supposedly highly sensitized and 
trained to identify, analyze, and evaluate standards of explanation and 
argument. But why pursue this philosophical cold case— the unsolved 
and allegedly worrisome mystery of a philosophical topic gone missing? 
Why worry about the silence that surrounds questions regarding the 
norms of historical explanation? I suggest the following answer: break-
ing the silence should prove key to exposing still existing and important 
questions about the relation of history and philosophy, ones that pres-
ently go unasked and ignored in polite philosophical company. In order 
to reanimate interest in this mystery, I assemble reminders in this chap-
ter of its connection to a basic task of philosophy: to clarify for ourselves 
the grounds for what we take to warrant belief. The next chapter breaks 
the silence.

Regarding the historical/philosophical context at the point when 
SSR first appears requires situating Kuhn’s work relative to Hempel and 
to Quine. Reading Hempel’s classic 1950 article, “Problems and Changes 
in the Empiricist Criterion of Meaning,” alongside Quine’s (1951) “Two 
Dogmas of Empiricism,” a striking feature emerges. One finds in Hem-
pel’s article (see especially §5) not merely a recognition of the type of the 
holism that Quine so (in)famously promotes, but actually an embrace. 
Both acknowledge that holism radically broadens what counts as the 
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unit of empirical significance with regard to explanation and testing in 
science as then philosophically conceived. Ironies abound here. On the 
one hand, Hempel betrays no anxiety that holism ultimately represents 
any principled problem for his favored analysis of the logic of science. 
On the other hand, Quine hypothesizes that holism makes it impossible 
to philosophically vindicate the verification criterion of meaning at the 
philosophical heart of positivism.

Kuhn (1962/2012, vi) for his part explicitly acknowledges Quine’s 
critique in “Two Dogmas” as a key influence, particularly the holism it 
ushers into philosophical prominence (see also Zammito 2004). Kuhn’s 
particular narrative of a history of science powerfully illustrates how this 
shift in a conceptualization of the unit of empirical significance effectively 
upends all prevailing accounts of what supposedly explains the rational-
ity of theory change in science. And one might then imagine that pre-
cisely this turn of events— the emergence of a narrative of the history of 
science that profoundly alters and constrains any philosophical account 
of how rational evaluation of scientific reasoning could proceed— would 
galvanize philosophical concerns about and research into the nature of 
historical knowledge and historical explanation. Yet, as Danto (1995, 72– 
73) wryly notes, nothing of the sort happens:

I can think of very little in the philosophy of history from the middle- 
1960s to the present. Somewhere someone sometime in the last 
decade must have written about explanation, even about historical 
explanation— but I cannot think of an example offhand. . . . It is not 
just that the topic is under extreme neglect. It is, rather, that there is 
hardly room in the present scene of philosophy for discussion of its 
issues. So to find someone actively working at them would be almost to 
encounter a historically displaced person, like someone doing abstract 
expressionist canvasses as if the whole subsequent history of art had 
not taken place.

The spell cast by positivism conjured analytical philosophy of history into 
existence. Those caught in the magic of that moment perceived a need to 
exorcise history of its possession by narrative form. But when the positivist 
spell breaks, such concerns vanish.

Danto (1995, 84– 85), himself a key player in analytical philosophy 
of history in its prime, identifies Kuhn as the thinker who forces philoso-
phers of science to rethink the philosophical role that they must accord 
to history:

What makes Kuhn’s work historically important is the fact that a good 
many thinkers, whose worlds very largely overlapped Hempel’s . . . were 
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caused by Kuhn’s work to turn into thinkers whose world overlapped 
Kuhn’s world instead. . . . I can remember one of them saying with a 
cry of anguish that he wished Kuhn had never written that damned 
book. . . . [A sixteenth- century scholastic] said, in much the same spirit, 
that “The wretch Luther had emptied the lecture halls.” For a long 
period there were questions with which scholastic thinkers dealt and 
with which everyone who shared their world regarded as of the greatest 
moment. And then, all at once, almost overnight, nobody cared any 
longer. . . . [Hempel’s theory] just stopped being relevant, the way the 
whole philosophy of history it defined stopped being. It was replaced 
with a different set of questions, a world in effect, into which it no 
longer fit.

But Danto, his sophistication with regard to this topic notwithstanding, 
nonetheless never pauses to ask why philosophy of history fails to rise 
reborn from the ashes of positivism: “Kuhn advanced a view of history so 
powerful that history rather than being an applied science, as Hempel 
holds history to be, came to be the matrix for viewing all the sciences. It 
all at once became the philosophical fashion to view science historically 
rather than logically, as an evolving system rather than a timeless calculus, 
as something whose shifts over time are philosophically more central to 
its essence than the timeless edifice of theories” (72). But the de facto 
impact of Kuhn’s historiographic practice proves false Hempel’s attempt 
to legislate what the form of historical explanation needs to be. In short, 
Danto gives voice to the fact that Kuhn’s work made passé all that prior 
to it had supposedly defined what a science of history had to be. Yet hav-
ing commented on the surprising result of Kuhn’s work— the complete 
and sudden overthrow of a powerful theory of scientific explanation by 
means of a work of history that supposedly does not have even prima 
facie status as a scientific explanation— and stared it in the face, Danto 
(like so many other philosophers) then simply turns away and makes no 
further comment.

Nonetheless, the old questions remain unanswered; the demise of 
positivist hegemony in philosophy of science only removes any felt pres-
sure to answer them. In short, once positivist- inspired methodological 
debates cease to have any real point, interest in philosophy of history 
within analytical philosophy largely disappears.

Ironically, then, some time just subsequent to the publication of 
the first edition of SSR, i.e., as the history of science intrudes itself into 
a central role in philosophical debate regarding philosophy of science, 
philosophical discussion of historical explanation effectively ceases. And 
even as Kuhn’s work, as has been widely noted and much discussed (see 
esp. Zammito 2004), gives impetus and life to a distinctive style of soci-
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ology of science and inspires the creation of a new discipline— science 
studies— questions of what makes for a proper historical explanation 
remain ignored.

But note the revolution wrought in philosophy at this moment. SSR 
effectively reverses the received order of epistemic authority. Prior to Kuhn a 
work of history, in order to count as providing a legitimate explanation, 
needed to conform to a certain standard determined by an ahistorical 
account of science. Post- Kuhn, philosophers fashion histories to account 
for which explanatory forms come to prevail and why.3

Moreover, Kuhn never receives attention as a historiographer or 
a philosopher of history, even before that philosophical tribe decamps 
and vanishes. Indeed, his own remarks on historical methodology prove 
sporadic and mostly unilluminating.4 If analytical philosophy of history 
begins, for all intents and purposes, with Hempel’s throwing down the 
gauntlet to historians and daring them to meet the challenge posed by 
standards of scientific explanation, it ironically ceases just at the point of 
a miraculous reversal of fortune. Despite decades of exile from the realm 
of scientific explanation, a work in the history of science overthrows ex-
tant accounts of the rationality of theory change in science. But how 
could this have happened given the absence of any accepted basis for 
taking a history as explanatory?

How, then, to account for this lack of interest in questions regard-
ing historical explanation just at the moment when they should have 
been regarded as particularly relevant and pressing? One answer found 
in the literature can be considered but ultimately rejected, Giuseppina 
D’Oro’s (2008) “The Ontological Backlash: Why Did Mainstream Ana-
lytic Philosophy Lose Interest in the Philosophy of History?” According 
to D’Oro, debate in philosophy of history concerns the status of reasons 
as causes. Unfortunately, D’Oro’s narrative runs together and confuses 
two distinct strands, one emanating from a debate that chronologically 
predates logical positivism but foreshadows a number of key issues.

D’Oro’s telling of the tale begins with the nineteenth- century dis-
pute about the nature of explanation in the natural versus the human 
sciences, Erklären versus Verstehen. This earlier strand, as formulated by 
Dilthey and others, defends history as a science, but one characterized by 
its own special methods, methods that were tailored for the reconstruc-
tion of meaning structures specific to times and places. In this context, 
a principled distinction between the natural and the human sciences re-
sults from the different types of explanations that the natural as opposed 
to the human sciences seek to produce— the nomothetic as opposed to 
the idiographic. Nonreducibility of one science to the other here results 
from the fact that the human sciences seek the particularity of situations 
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and so cannot generalize. The natural sciences, for their part, abstract 
from the particularities of time and place in order to identify invariant 
regularities at work. Explanations require causal laws; causal laws require 
invariant regularities. The friends of Verstehen denied that idiographic 
accounts yielded regularities of the requisite sort. History was held to 
reside firmly on the human sciences/Verstehen side of this divide. History 
could not be a science for this reason.

However, D’Oro attempts to weave this together with a second strand 
of debate, one where Davidson famously intervenes. This involves the dis-
pute over “reasons as causes,” a debate that emerges from a particular 
reading of the later Wittgenstein and not from any positivist strictures on 
explanation. Dilthey and those in this hermeneutic tradition defend his-
tory as a science, by which they mean a subject that produces truths by 
virtue of a special method. Those neo- Wittgensteinians who deny reasons 
as causes also deny as a matter of principle the possibility of a science of 
the social, history included. For the neo- Wittgensteinians, reason- giving 
represents a normative activity, and so cannot be characterized by mere 
descriptive inquiry. But idiographic does not equate to normative. In one case 
reason explanations prove compatible with history being a science, in the 
other case not. Ironically, D’Oro (2008, 405) mentions a key component 
of the actual debate but does not recognize it for what it is.

The problematic as configured by the Verstehen/Erklären debate 
does, to be sure, change with the appearance of logical positivism gener-
ally and Hempel’s classic paper in particular.5 The change is this: Hem-
pel does not insist that, e.g., economics reduce to the laws of physics. 
What he does require concerns the logical form of scientific explanation. 
D’Oro overlooks and so misses the logical concerns of positivism and con-
fuses them with the metaphysical views of those alleging the conceptual 
autonomy of reason explanations.

D’Oro’s account thus ultimately mischaracterizes the issues at stake. 
For having set the narrative line that she does, once Davidson puts to 
rest doubts that reasons can be causes, the issues switch to metaphysical 
debates about mental causation: “My key claim is that the declining 
interest in the philosophy of history is linked to the return of a meta-
physical conception of the task of philosophy” (D’Oro 2008, 404; see 
also 405). These questions were, in turn, appropriated by philosophy of 
mind. Questions of explanation within analytical philosophy of history, 
on her account, presuppose an account of mental causation. And those 
issues remain unsettled. But this confuses a metaphysical question about 
a type of causality and a logical question about the form of explanation. 
And the logical question alone bears on norms of explanation; the meta-
physical question involves issues independent of those of logical form.
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In sum, philosophy of history does not have its disappearance ac-
counted for by arguing, pace D’Oro, that other areas preempted its core 
issues. That earlier debate, whatever its interest, does not call into ques-
tion history’s status as a legitimate science. It ties to later debates not via 
a metaphysics of causation but in virtue of norms of explanation specific 
to human sciences. What goes missing when philosophy of history disap-
pears involves a basis for evaluating any imputed action explanation qua 
explanation, whatever the mechanism of action.6

Bojana Mladenovic (2007) offers a thoughtful account that ad-
dresses the question of what makes for actual explanation in Kuhn’s his-
tory of science. Mladenovic examines some recent extended readings of 
SSR from the standpoint of how they treat Kuhn’s historiography. While 
sympathetic to objections she raises to these specific works (e.g., book- 
length studies by Andersen, Bird, Sharrock and Read, as well as an article 
by Kindi), a particularly telling criticism she offers of Sharrock and Read 
bears noting.7 On their account, the use of history in SSR has no explana-
tory but only a therapeutic intent. The desired outcome on their account 
would be quietist: “If philosophical therapy is successful [say Sharrock 
and Read], it will ‘leave science as it is’; history of science, not philosophy 
of science, will then be the main source of understanding of scientific 
development” (Mladenovic 2007, 267). So, if Sharrock and Read are to 
be believed, the explanatory mystery goes away; indeed, it never existed 
in the first place.

Against this reading, Mladenovic (2007, 268) makes the following 
pointed response: “Philosophy cannot simply ‘leave history as it is,’ be-
cause history itself requires substantive philosophical assumptions which 
ground the individuation of historical phenomena and the selection of 
explanatory categories used in historical narratives. History, of course, 
can leave these assumptions unexamined, but that will not make them 
any less philosophical.” In short, Sharrock and Read’s interpretation con-
fuses a symptom of the philosophical problem with its cause; continued 
denial does not represent a good therapeutic outcome (philosophical 
or otherwise).

Without a doubt, Kuhn engaged in a struggle against a received 
reading of the history of science, a reading that functioned very much 
as an unacknowledged prop for the nascent philosophy of science. This 
received reading— science as cumulative, and the history of science as 
one of progress— it should be noted, involves the same absence of a 
philosophical base. For the received historical account never receives any 
more scrutiny qua explanatory model than does its Kuhnian alternative. 
But this gets ahead of the story.

Mladenovic attributes (correctly, as I shall argue) a high degree 
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of self- consciousness to Kuhn regarding the historiographic challenge 
he faced, whatever his lack of reflection on the mode of argument that 
history constitutes. His problem, as she notes, is that “one cannot argue 
against an image, or a metaphor. . . . Kuhn couldn’t hope to be successful 
in erasing that image by producing specific arguments, however sound, 
against particular historiographical or philosophical claims and assump-
tions. Deeply entrenched images of this sort don’t just fade away when 
deprived of evidence to support them, for the simple reason that images 
are not supported  by evidence” (Mladenovic 2007, 268). On this basis, she 
labels Kuhn’s endeavor metaphilosophical. This seems apt, since Kuhn’s 
debate with the received view within the history of science (and, implic-
itly, within the philosophy of science as well) requires a recasting of the 
relationship between the history and philosophy of science (275).

Now Mladenovic (2007, 269) has her own account of how Kuhn 
proposes to “support” (her term) his model of scientific change, one 
she draws from Weber’s theory of ideal types. But as she understands 
them, an ideal type functions for Weber only as “a methodological tool, 
and its use is strictly heuristic” (270). Think here of an actual Calvin-
ist as embodying in the flesh Weber’s ideal type of the Protestant ethic. 
But she then goes on to attribute to ideal types a role in explanation: 
“Kuhn’s selection of ideal- type concepts is a reflection of his explana-
tory interest: he wanted to understand what and how science develops, 
and what the changes in that development imply from a philosophical 
point of view. . . . Nevertheless, ‘revolution’ is a useful ideal- type concept 
which accentuates incommensurability as the highly relevant feature for 
our understanding of scientific change; its presence explains rational 
disagreements among scientists” (273). But what explanatory work could 
her proposed types actually provide? What would be needed to fill out her 
story would be an account of revolutions analogous to how the Protestant 
ethic helps explain a link between actual Calvinists and a newly crafted 
theological license for achieving material success. Otherwise, the ideal 
type heuristic offers absolutely no explanatory purchase.

Part of the way in which Mladenovic’s suggestions strain credibility 
here concerns the fact that Kuhnian revolutions simply do not “explain 
rational disagreements among scientists.” Rather, they signal precisely the 
point at which “rational disagreement” ceases to be possible. In addition 
(and certainly not determinatively), Kuhn (e.g., 1962/2012, 92) himself 
gives no evidence that he takes the term to be more than a metaphor 
for the changes he hopes to characterize. More important, while the 
Weberian sense of ideal type provides explanatory insight (to the extent 
that it does) by approximation of actual cases to an analytic ideal, Kuhn 
simply has no ideal type of revolution on offer with respect to which 
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actual cases can be illuminated. Rather, and not unlike those who unwit-
tingly or not instigate such changes in theoretical views, he finds himself 
groping for a language which will allow others to see accepted facts in 
new ways. The novelty of SSR, in short, resides not in Kuhn’s application 
of social science to the history of science but precisely in recasting rela-
tively well- known historical data into a very different narrative structure.

Paul Hoyningen- Huene (1992, 490) voices a concern that more 
closely connects to themes central to this chapter when he states that he 
wants “only to show that and how the sociology and philosophy of science 
are dependent on the history of science. The upshot is: the history of 
science already determines, among other things, the realm of questions 
that can, in a sociological or philosophical perspective, be sensibly asked 
with respect to science.” However, Hoyningen- Huene also records with-
out comment a clear tension in Kuhn’s account at precisely this point. 
For, as he characterizes Kuhn’s discussion of the received historiography, 
Kuhn maintains that “we were possessed by a deceptive image of science” 
and that the challenge becomes one of understanding (again speaking 
for Kuhn) “how  .  .  . [to] gain an undistorted image of past science” 
(489). But if the philosophy and sociology of science presuppose the 
history, then what marks a history of science as being of the requisite 
“undistorted” sort?

Just here Hoyningen- Huene’s account fails to be on Kuhn’s be-
half sufficiently self- reflexive ( just as Kuhn himself turns out to be). For 
Hoyningen- Huene notes that, with regard to the rationality of theory 
choice, the cognitive values in play themselves turn out to be artifacts 
of a scientist’s historical situation. What else could they be? Hoyningen- 
Huene (1992, 497) suggests that just here Kuhn follows Hempel insofar as 
“Hempel and Kuhn agree on the possibility of a justification of cognitive 
values, and perhaps also on the fundamentals of the means of justifica-
tion.” But what could this means be? Certainly not by an abstraction of 
scientific method from the practice of science. Indeed, logical positiv-
ism just was a program predicated on this idea, and this in turn tied to 
accounts of logic that themselves did not prove out.8 In short, no good 
reason exists for taking as free of historical determination those norms 
of science that philosophers hold near and dear.

Hoyningen- Huene (1992, 497) notes, in fact, just this concern, but 
only appears to hold science accountable to it: “What I find most fascinat-
ing about this approach is the prospect of a solution of a related problem 
in which sociological and philosophical aspects are also intertwined. It 
is the problem of the change of cognitive values in time, and of their 
difference in different scientific communities at the same time. Kuhn 
has described change and difference of cognitive values, but I think he 
has not answered the question how change and difference of cognitive 
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values can be understood.” Indeed, as Hoyningen- Huene explicitly rec-
ognizes, “the question arises how this change of values can be under-
stood as a consequence of theory change, and whether such a change 
may count as justified. The latter question asks whether this sort of value 
change may be rational” (498). Ironically, he then goes on to suggest 
that the metaphilosophical issue— the rationality of value change, can 
be answered by examining the goal(s) of science! “Thus, how should 
theory change justify value change? The puzzle dissolves once one pays 
attention to the fact that cognitive values relate to the ultimate goal of 
science which was, in Hempel’s words, ‘an increasingly comprehensive, 
systematically organized, world view that is explanatory and predictive’” 
(498). But now his whole explanatory move has collapsed back on itself.

The problem began as one of the history of science predetermining 
what questions it made philosophical sense to ask. But when asked what 
to count as an “undistorted” view of the history of science, the answer 
on offer turns out to be one that a prior philosophical account of science 
tells the historian determines what counts as ‘science.’ This conflicts with 
a lesson from Kuhn that all accept, viz., that what to count as science has 
no historically stable boundaries. So Hoyningen- Huene’s answer proves 
no answer at all. It simply restates the problem with which he began.

In accord with a previously noted point from Danto, Hoyningen- 
Huene also finds in Kuhn an ambivalence about embracing the role for 
history he so famously forges. Indeed, in his book that so closely examines 
the details of SSR, Hoyningen- Huene (1993, 20) characterizes Kuhn’s 
procedure in SSR explicitly in terms of the construction of a narrative. He 
there also introduces two notions that underline the problematic char-
acter of the very nature of the history he goes on to so carefully explore, 
what he terms “narrative” and “pragmatic” relevance: “The moment of 
narrative relevance selects for material which must be taken into account 
if the resulting text is to be a proper narrative. . . . Finally, the moment 
of pragmatic relevance selects for material without which the pragmatic 
goal of a historical narrative cannot be realized. Thus the content of a 
historical narrative is determined in part by the audience to which it is ad-
dressed and in part by the effect it is meant to have on this audience” (14; 
see also Hoyningen- Huene 2012, 282– 83). But this says nothing about 
the critical issues regarding what makes for a “proper narrative” and the 
notion of “audience” to whom to give the explanation.9

Kuhn himself also characterizes a history as a narrative. In one of 
the very few places he directly addresses this topic, he offers the following 
gloss on the notion of a narrative explanation:

The final product of most historical research is a narrative, a story, 
about particulars of the past. In part it is a description of what 
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occurred. . . . Its success, however, depends not only on accuracy but 
also on structure. The historical narrative must render plausible and 
comprehensible the events it describes. In a sense to which I shall later 
return, history is an explanatory enterprise, yet its explanatory func-
tions are achieved with almost no recourse to explicit generalizations. 
(I may point out here, for later exploitation, that when philosophers 
discuss the role of covering laws in history, they characteristically draw 
their examples from the work of economists and sociologists, not of his-
torians. In the writings of the latter, lawlike generalizations are extraor-
dinarily hard to find.) (Kuhn 1977, 5)

This remark could hardly be more explicit in rejecting the then prevail-
ing Hempelian account of explanation as descriptive of or prescriptive 
for historical work. Yet it also unabashedly endorses history as an “ex-
planatory enterprise,” one built on narrative structure. “But I do claim 
that, however much laws may add substance to an historical narrative, 
they are not essential to its explanatory force. That is carried  .  .  . by 
the facts the historian presents and the manner in which he juxtaposes 
them” (Kuhn 1977, 16). But what marks some “manner” of juxtaposition 
as explanatory?

Kuhn (1977, xiv) states in his preface to The Essential Tension with 
regard to this essay that this “lecture itself can be read as an effort to 
deal in somewhat greater depth with the issues already introduced in 
the preface.” Presumably this includes the point he makes in that very 
paragraph, viz., that the interest now shown by philosophers of science 
in history “has so far largely missed what I take to be the central philo-
sophical point: the fundamental conceptual readjustment required of 
the historian to recapture the past or, conversely, of the past to develop 
toward the present” (xiv). And this in turn needs to be juxtaposed to his 
cryptic remark, a few pages prior to the one just quoted: “In history, more 
than in any other discipline I know, the finished product of research dis-
guises the nature of the work that produced it” (x). Indeed, he clearly 
suggests that the finished product’s disguise consists of the narrative form 
created by the historian, a form that itself does not reside “in” the world:

I have elsewhere argued that the cognitive content of the physical 
sciences is in part dependent on the same primitive similarity rela-
tion between concrete examples, or paradigms, of successful scientific 
work. . . . Here I am suggesting that in history that obscure global rela-
tionship carries virtually the entire burden of connecting fact. If history 
is explanatory . . . it is because the reader who says, “Now I know what 
happened,” is simultaneously saying, “Now it makes sense. . . . What 
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was for me previously a mere list of facts has fallen into a recogniz-
able pattern.” I urge that the experience he reports be taken seriously. 
(17– 18)

At this point, it would be germane to note that the only reference found 
in Kuhn’s oeuvre to a card- carrying philosopher of history occurs in this 
essay. Kuhn makes approving reference to a 1966 essay by Louis Mink, 
“The Autonomy of Historical Understanding” (reprinted in Mink 1987). 
And although he does not do more than mention the essay in passing, 
the points just made clearly bear Mink’s stamp.10

This essay by Mink appears early in what became a series of very 
distinguished writings on this topic.11 It would be a hermeneutic folly to 
read later Mink into early Kuhn. However, that said, it remains the case 
that Mink’s (1966) remarks on the forms of “synoptic judgment” define 
for him (and by implication for Kuhn) what makes historical reasoning 
the sort of reasoning it is.

Importantly for purposes that will emerge forcefully in the next 
chapter, Mink’s (1987, 79) notion of a synoptic judgment underwrites 
one of those features identified earlier as characterizing narrative ex-
planations, viz., that historical conclusions are “nondetachable”: “But 
despite the fact that an historian may ‘summarize’ conclusions in his final 
chapter, it seems clear that these are seldom or never detachable conclu-
sions; not merely their validity but their meaning refers backward to the 
ordering of evidence in the total argument. The significant conclusions, 
one might say, . . . are represented by the narrative order itself. As ingredi-
ent conclusions they are exhibited rather than demonstrated.” “Synoptic 
judgment” orders and structures the narrative, but the judgment cannot 
be supported or elucidated independently of the narrative that exhibits 
it. The narrative constitutes, in this specific sense, its own unique pattern 
of justificatory argument. This becomes, of course, the nondetachability 
characteristic already discussed.

Given the reference to Mink that precedes his discussion of this 
point, I suggest that Kuhn (1977, 19– 20) can be read as endorsing this 
notion of nondetachability when he remarks, “Theories, as the historian 
knows them, cannot be decomposed into constituent elements for pur-
poses of direct comparison either with nature or with each other. . . . For 
the historian, therefore, or at least for this one, theories are in certain es-
sential respects holistic.” Now, although talking about scientific theories, 
these remarks come at the conclusion of Kuhn’s Minkian speculations 
about the nature of historical explanation and in what the autonomy of 
such historical explanation consists.

The familiar Kuhnian story about theory- ladenness, in short, not 
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only applies to accounts of Aristotle’s physics but characterizes as well 
the narrative structure historians deploy in trying to make this physics 
comprehensible to a later audience. In the penultimate paragraphs of 
his essay, Mink (1987, 88) puts his view this way:

I have tried . . . to ask whether “history” differs from “science,” not 
because it deals with different kinds of events and not because it uses 
models of explanation which differ from . . . the received model of 
explanation in the natural sciences, but because it cultivates the special-
ized habit of understanding which converts congeries of events into 
concatenations, and emphasizes and increases the scope of synoptic 
judgment in our reflection on experience.

Now synoptic judgment is not a substitute for a methodology, any 
more than “empathy” is a substitute for evidence. . . . So far it is only an 
attempt to identify what distinguishes sophisticated historical thinking 
from both the everyday explanations of common sense and the theo-
retical explanations of natural science.

Nothing here, of course, functions to unpack what Mink indicates as the 
mark of “sophisticated historical thinking.”

But in an essay published shortly after the one Kuhn cites, Mink 
(1987) adds a point of significance to understanding the respects in 
which a finished narrative disguises its explanatory intent. In a typical 
history, unlike a novel, the reader knows in advance (more or less) how 
the story turns out. The historian’s craft consequently does not consist in 
surprising the reader with twists of plot or nuances of character develop-
ment. Rather, it manifests what Mink comes to call a “configurational” 
mode of understanding, i.e., the significance of a historian’s “emplot-
ment” of the facts into narrative form. In this respect, Mink thus comes 
to argue, narratives “are in an important sense primary and irreduc-
ible. They are not imperfect substitutes for more sophisticated forms of 
explanation and understanding. . . . Stories are not lived but told. . . . 
There are hopes, plans, battles, and ideas, but only in retrospective sto-
ries are hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas 
seminal. . . . But it is from history and fiction that we learn how to tell and 
understand stories, and it is that stories answer questions” (60).12 Alasdair 
MacIntyre, who shares Mink’s appreciation of the primacy of narrative 
structure in matters related to historical understanding, finds in Mink’s 
and Kuhn’s accounts his own special set of worries. Interestingly, these 
bear comparison to Kuhn’s own later concerns arising from the sociology 
of science that sprang from certain readings of SSR. For the stress on the 
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primacy of narrative threatens, in MacIntyre’s (1980, 73) pungent phrase, 
to condemn Kuhn to being “the Kafka of the history of science.”13

But not everyone shares MacIntyre’s worries here about the 
autonomy of narrative structure as a form of understanding. Norton Wise 
(2011, 351), himself a distinguished historian of science, claims that the 
“autonomy of written language [makes it] . . . a vehicle of critical reflec-
tion and creative imagination. This is as true in history and in science as 
it is in literature. . . . Their creative function reflects in part, I will argue, 
the capacity to support narrative of particular kinds about the objects 
of science. The narratives take on different forms in different areas and 
they change over time.” Indeed, Wise goes on to complain that with re-
spect to physics the “deductive structuring of the course of events has 
long defined what constituted an explanation in physics. The explanatory 
emphasis, however, has been on the deduction, to the exclusion of the at-
tached narrative, and with that, the exclusion of anything like historicity 
in explanation” (355). He references in the course of this article Hem-
pel’s critique of historical explanation, but like Kuhn did decades ago, 
dismisses it because it “does little to illuminate how narratives are related 
to explanations in natural science that do not depend on general laws” 
(371). Moreover, although mentioning in a footnote what he terms Kuhn 
and Hanson’s “historicizing ‘revolution’” against the Hempelian model, 
he goes on to complain (unfairly, I would say) that this revolution “did 
not stress science as narrative, nor did it attack deduction as explanation” 
(371n16). Alas, Wise’s own acquaintance with contemporary philosophy 
of history, at least as he records it in this piece, proves spotty at best and 
offers him no apparent resources to address what makes narratives ex-
planatory even on the assumption (that I share) that they are.

My goal has been just to raise puzzles and questions that have oddly 
gone so long unasked and unexamined despite the massive influence 
narratives exert on how core issues in philosophy come to be under-
stood. In this respect, the foregoing reflections only echo and elaborate 
frustrations voiced by John Zammito (2004, 100): “What seems to be 
lacking here is recognition that the problems of validity the philosophers 
stress in their theories about natural science apply with equal force to 
the utterly fallible, ineluctably empirical endeavor of history” (see also 
Novick 1988; Wise 1980). A willed blindness to this influence of history on 
philosophical thought also caught Stephen Toulmin’s (1971, 63) attention 
more than four decades ago: “In both sociological theory and philosophy 
of science . . . questions about historical change were set aside at the turn 
of the century, in reaction against the historicism of the German ideal-
ist tradition and against the misconceived ‘evolutionism’ of Spencer and 



96

C H A P T E R  5

his successors. What we now have to do is to take up the discussion once 
again at the point where it broke off some 60 years ago.” By Toulmin’s 
calculation, analytical philosophy has passed the century mark in its re-
fusal to reengage with these issues.

Yet like the return of the repressed, unacknowledged historio-
graphic issues continue to manifest themselves, haunting and hamper-
ing efforts to evaluate what to count as rational because of an ongoing 
refusal on the part of philosophers to examine just how works of history 
exert their undeniable power and influence. Kuhn’s example enduringly 
albeit ironically testifies to the hold that narratives exercise even on the 
philosophical imagination. Philosophical therapy (like other forms) can 
commence only by first admitting to and then attempting to comprehend 
the sources of this grip. Surely the time has also come to confront the 
detrimental effects of the discipline’s strategy of denial with regard to 
the historiography of SSR.
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Kuhn’s Narrative Construction 
of Normal Science

Could there be a naturalistic justification of narrative explanations? Nat-
uralism as understood here precludes assuming any a priori definition 
of ‘science’ and so demarcating science from nonscience in that way. (I 
develop this further in chapter 7.) Yet this question may also seem para-
doxical because naturalism will sometimes be characterized by reference 
to “accepted” scientific practices. But assuming some such specification 
of science implicit in any account of naturalism suggests that attempted 
answers to the opening question would have to beg the question by vir-
tue of presumptively including or excluding narrative explanations in 
the asking.

I propose in this chapter to forge an affirmative and yet non- 
question- begging answer to this question of “naturalizing narrative ex-
planation” by taking an indirect approach, one that begins with and re-
flects on what Kuhn (1962/2012) terms “normal science,” i.e., science 
provisionally understood and so labeled and practiced within a particular 
time. In chapter 7, a fuller account of methodological naturalism and 
empiricism is provided. My focus in this chapter is on a narrower ques-
tion: how to account in a Kuhnian spirit for how what passes as normal 
science achieves that status?

Now Kuhn (1962/2012, 10) restricts a designation of “normal 
science” to those disciplines with accepted research practices, where by 
“research practices” he has in mind “examples which include law, theory, 
application, and instrumentation together,” that in turn give rise to “co-
herent traditions of scientific research.” What makes for normal science, 
of course, shifts with changes in paradigms on Kuhn’s account. Now this 
specification has a whiff of circularity inasmuch as it defines normal 
science by reference to “scientific research,” but that can be overlooked. 
Sufficient for my purpose will be to take as a ‘science’ whatever comes to 
pass as such. In this respect, given the century- old controversy noted in 
chapter 1 regarding history’s status as a science, I propose focusing rather 
on the question of how whatever passes as “normal science” comes to 
achieve that status. As yet, this does not presumptively exclude narrative 
explanations, though it may seem to stack the deck against them since it 
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is not at all obvious that a discipline such as history satisfies Kuhn’s cri-
teria for having a consensus- based tradition of research with regard to 
theory, etc.

My argument will be that any answer to a question about how nor-
mal science comes to be, i.e., one that develops a non– a priori causal/
explanatory account, will have to utilize what has been identified as an 
“essentially narrative explanation.” In other words, my account shows 
how in SSR Kuhn crafts a narrativized account of normal science. This 
will count as naturalistic in a minimalist sense inasmuch as it does not 
begin with any philosophical definition of what is or is not a science and 
utilizes in its explanation nothing more than facts about what happened 
to explain how what comes to be called science achieves that status.

In taking the problem that Kuhn sets regarding the status of normal 
science and relatedly scientific rationality both as live and requiring a his-
torical reconstruction of the “route to normal science” as an answer, I am 
not alone (see Friedman 2001, esp. part 1, lecture 3 and part 2, Section 3; 
Daston 2016).1 Since chapter 5 established that Kuhn already understands 
history as a narrative, and does so in terms equivalent to those identified 
in chapter 1 as characteristic of narrative explanations, my conclusion will 
be that what comes to be normal science requires an essentially narra-
tive explanation. Thus, what science is cannot be separated from some 
narrative or other that explain its status.

Understanding Kuhn’s work in this way helps naturalize narrative ex- 
planation through a form of mutual containment— since narrative helps 
constitute any explanation of what counts as normal science, narrative 
explanation cannot be divorced from what now counts as explanation in 
science. It would be highly ironic, that is, to reject an explanation form 
that in fact proves unavoidable for purposes of revealing why what passes 
as science at a particular time does so. Chapter 7 then more fully develops 
an account of naturalism that accommodates this result.

I take it that my claim that SSR offers an essentially narrative expla-
nation of what constitutes normal science will need to surmount at least 
two challenges. The first concerns explanatory strategy, the “missing his-
toriography” of SSR just discussed. What logic of explanation or justifica-
tion does SSR in fact instantiate? The second challenge questions any pro-
posal to read SSR as a narrative. That is, on what basis should SSR be read 
as offering a narrative explanation of anything at all? In what follows, I 
develop an answer to the second challenge that meets the first as well.

A sort of willed blindness persists with regard to construing Kuhn’s 
naturalism specifically in terms of historiographic method. Kuhn cer-
tainly thought of himself as a historian, and of course SSR comes chocka-
block with historical examples. Yet the well- known opening sentence of 
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SSR calls for particular scrutiny in this regard: “History, if viewed as a 
repository for more than anecdote or chronology, could produce a de-
cisive transformation in the image of science by which we are now pos-
sessed” (Kuhn 1962/2012, 1). This sentence poses an underappreciated 
puzzle. As noted in the previous chapter (see chapter 5, n2), Alexander 
Bird (2012, 865) does not even consider historiography in this context. 
Relatedly, Brendan Larvor (2003, 371) suggests that Kuhn simply confuses 
his roles as historian and as philosopher: “The claim of this paper is that 
Kuhn inadvertently allowed features of his procedure and experience 
as an historian to pass over into his general account of science.” Even 
Zammito’s (2004, 52) otherwise sophisticated account of Kuhn’s influ-
ence negatively assesses Kuhn’s work as a history: “This opening sentence 
offered a clarity of intent the whole work failed to sustain.” But clearly 
Kuhn does not intend the historical cases in SSR just to function merely 
as counterexamples to then extant philosophical accounts of theory 
change in science. To assume he does makes it incomprehensible as to 
why he might have any reason to expect a “transformation in the image 
of science.” For read only as a motley of counterexamples to verification-
ist or falsificationist models of theory change in science, no alternative 
notion of science follows. Yet from his very first sentence Kuhn cautions 
against reading SSR as an exercise in historical bricolage.

At the very least, then, any explanatory logic imputed to SSR must 
help make plausible how it proposes to effect such a “decisive transforma-
tion.” By drawing upon the schematic features of narrative explanation 
rehearsed above, SSR can in fact be shown to be readily assimilable to 
that format. When read as I propose, there emerges a clear justification 
for Kuhn’s claim that history— his history, anyway— should (and in fact 
of course did) produce the sort of transformation he maintains that his-
torical considerations should motivate.

An early appreciative characterization of what role history plays in 
Kuhn’s work appears in Gerd Buchdahl’s 1965 review. As he observes, for 
Kuhn “we must regard the scientific enterprise as somehow fragmented 
into a number of relatively (temporarily and ideologically) isolated peri-
ods,” from which “it must follow that the history of ideas, including philo-
sophical ideas, will likewise appear as a series of ‘Gestalt- views’ in terms 
of which we shall tend to interpret more special enterprises like those of 
history in general, and history of science in particular” (Buchdahl 1965, 
55). Buchdahl it seems is puzzled as to why one “must regard” the history 
of science as “fragmented” into “isolated periods.” Yet as he also goes on 
to note, “there is no doubt that within their context, the main conten-
tions of this book imply a refreshingly new approach to both science and 
its history” (56). Buchdahl, himself both a historian and a philosopher 
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of science, exhibits a sensitivity to the fact that any distinction between 
describing and justifying becomes vanishingly small when doing history. 
“Reading this volume, one gets the suspicion that the author’s facts are 
used to illustrate a preconceived notion of historiography, not to prove it. 
Nor is this necessarily a very damning criticism” (59). This, of course, ac-
knowledges the point in chapter 5 that essentially narrative explanations 
effectively collapse any distinction between description and justification.

In striking contrast, another early review of Kuhn’s book by 
Charles C. Gillispie (1962, 1251), a prominent historian of science, main-
tains that Kuhn “is not writing history of science proper. His essay is an 
argument about the nature of science, drawn in large part from its his-
tory.” But this characterization fails to notice exactly what Kuhn takes to 
be a core issue: whether anything could (without distortion) count as a 
“history of science proper,” or alternatively, what sense could be assigned 
to the phrase “science proper.” Gillispie thus misses Kuhn’s moral, or 
as I shall say, what he seeks to explain.2 For as already noted, in essen-
tially narrative explanations no functional distinction between proof and 
illustration— the normative and the descriptive— can be drawn. “But I 
think that after reading this book no historian and no philosopher of 
science will ever be quite the same again. . . . Of one thing one can be cer-
tain; that we have here a new historiographical paradigm which will surely 
leave its mark on future generations of historians of science” (Buchdahl 
1965, 64). Buchdahl thus appreciates in a way a reader such as Gillispie 
did not that SSR instantiates qua history of science the very type of history 
and so philosophy of science for which Kuhn advocates.

Yet by the 1970s Kuhn’s historicizing move came to be seen as his 
work’s most enduring legacy.3 This thought persists. In his introduc-
tory essay to the fiftieth- anniversary edition of SSR, Hacking (2012, x) 
explicitly asks, “But is the book history or philosophy?” Hacking never 
attempts to answer his question. I propose, then, to return to and focus 
further on Buchdahl’s provocative and important suggestion that SSR 
offers “a new historiographical paradigm.” Yet challenging a narrative 
explanation most typically requires constructing a competing narrative. 
And so Kuhn does. But how?

To begin, note that the features of an essentially narrative explana-
tion readily emerge as characteristics both of SSR and Kuhn’s own reflec-
tions on how he thinks of what historians do. Recall that Kuhn (1977, 13) 
explicitly glosses historical inquiry as having a narrative form, a “concern 
with development over time.” He also harbors no doubts that “history 
is an explanatory enterprise,” albeit one where “its explanatory func-
tions are achieved with almost no recourse to explicit generalizations” 
(5). Rather, he explicitly characterizes the “final product” of historical 
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research as a “narrative” or “story” (5). Kuhn situates SSR as a work in 
the history of science. As he remarks in the introduction, the bulk of the 
book develops “complementary notions of normal science and of scien-
tific revolutions”; the net impact of this will be a “historical study” that 
he insists offers a “conceptual transformation” of the understanding of 
the nature of science (Kuhn 1962/2012, 8).

Kuhn (1977, 16, 17, 19, 20) also foreshadows how narratives collapse 
the description/justification distinction, a point I emphasized in chapter 
4. With reference to what he regularly refers to as his “limited holism,” 
his own characterization indicates that his conclusions will be nondetach-
able from the narrative that presents them. There exists only an “obscure 
global relationship.”

SSR does not examine events that come in some standardized for-
mat, and it provides a narrative of the history of science that does not 
aggregate either with then current histories or as the history of a stable 
something called ‘science.’ Regarding standardization, the “revolutions” 
that Kuhn identifies possess a “structure” only in a figurative sense, in-
asmuch as much of his account goes to show that there can be neither 
any specifying of exactly when one paradigm will be overwhelmed by 
anomalies nor exactly what considerations induce scientists to shift from 
one theory to the next. The very contrast between “normal” and “revo-
lutionary” science— “complementary notions” as Kuhn (1962/2012, 8) 
terms them— itself proves contingent and contextual. “Scientific fact 
and theory are not categorically separable, except perhaps within a 
single tradition of normal- scientific practice” (7). As Kuhn also notes, 
what counts as “revolutionary” change may be invisible to all but a lim-
ited group engaged in a highly specialized undertaking (180). The events 
exist only as described retrospectively, for that alone reveals them as normal or 
revolutionary.

As a narrative about science, the history that SSR presents aggregates 
neither internally— thus incommensurability— nor with standard “text-
book” histories of science. Indeed, Kuhn emphatically sets his account 
in opposition to those histories that maintain that accounts of scientific 
change do aggregate. That the account of what comes to be called at 
any given time a “science” fails to aggregate is at one with the claim that 
the various revolutions show successor theories to be incommensurable 
with those they displace/replace. The infamous consequence that results 
concerns how this makes it notoriously difficult to cash out any claim re-
garding scientific progress. And while this constitutes no proof of incom-
mensurability, it does establish that the depiction of science found in SSR, 
insofar as it presents a nonaggregative account, also leaves Kuhn without 
some continuing stable notion of science. Kuhn’s science proves quite 
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protean. Boundaries that contemporary observers find well delineated 
prove when viewed historically to be remarkably fluid and unsettled.

It becomes important to note in this regard that Kuhn very deliberately 
challenges the suggestion that a settled notion of science can be used to answer a 
question of the form “Who counts as a scientist?” “If science is the constellation 
of facts, theories, and methods collected in current texts, then scientists 
are the men who, successfully or not, have striven to contribute one or 
another element to that particular constellation” (Kuhn 1962/2012, 2). 
Against this, Kuhn famously protests, “a few historians of science [includ-
ing Kuhn] have been finding it more and more difficult to fulfill the func-
tions that the concept of development- by- accumulation assigns to them” 
(2). This creates the following problem for a historian of science who 
resists the development- by- accumulation view: “These same historians 
confront growing difficulties in distinguishing the ‘scientific’ component 
of past observation and belief from what their predecessors had readily 
labeled ‘error’ and ‘superstition’” (2). Historians of science, insofar as 
“they attempt to display the historical integrity of that science in its own 
time” will, “by implication, at least, . . . suggest the possibility of a new 
image of science. This essay aims to delineate that image by making explicit some 
of the new historiography’s implications” (3– 4; emphasis mine). Kuhn then 
turns to an enumeration of some of these features.

A crucial feature of the “new historiography” turns out to be how 
to answer the question “Who counts as a scientist?” But why worry about 
who counts as scientists since this sounds like a sociological, not a philo-
sophical, question? This fails to recognize a fundamental philosophical 
point Kuhn quite rightly takes to be at issue, as well as a basic rhetorical 
puzzle he needs to solve. Since his narrative stresses the noncontinuity of  
what counts as science, his sequencing must relocate what it needs to 
track in order to forge a narrative about its putative subject. Kuhn’s rhe-
torical problem arises precisely because he sets himself in opposition 
to the development- by- accumulation view of science. For by doing so he 
seemingly deprives himself of any resources for saying what science is. That is, 
it cannot be codified or characterized by perduring rules, methods, or 
the like. (Galison 1997, esp. ch. 9, and Daston 2016 reinforce this point.)

So if there exists no “science” as a stable, continuing item for such 
a narrative to be about, what then constitutes the subject of Kuhn’s tale 
of change? He replaces a guiding assumption of the “old historiography,” 
that what constitutes science could be picked out before the fact, with 
what he identifies as the basic insight of the new historiography, viz., the 
“attempt to display the historical integrity of that science in its own time” 
(Kuhn 1962/2012, 3). Kuhn translates that into identifying the commu-
nity of scientists at a given time:
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Each of them [scientific revolutions] necessitated the community’s rejec-
tion of one time- honored scientific theory in favor of another incom-
patible with it. (6; emphasis mine)

Competition between segments of the scientific community is the only 
historical process that ever actually results in the rejection of one pre-
viously accepted theory or in the adoption of another. (8; emphasis 
mine)

Again, many of my generalizations are about the sociology or social psychology of 
scientists; yet at least a few of my conclusions belong traditionally to logic 
or epistemology. (8; emphasis mine)

Both normal science and revolutions are, however, community- based activities. 
To discover and analyze them, one must first unravel the changing community 
structure of the sciences over time. A paradigm governs, in the first instance, 
not a subject matter but rather a group of practitioners. (179; emphasis 
mine)

In each of these quotes, the added emphasis falls on the fact that in the 
end Kuhn sees the locus of activity in terms of communities of practi-
tioners, the bearers of a tradition.

It is important to note here that my discussion leaves entirely open 
the question of how to account for such communities. Kuhn himself 
emphatically rejects “externalist” or sociological accounts (see esp. dis-
cussion in Wise 2016, 37– 40). In this respect, I would emphasize that the 
degree of alleged incommensurability does not have to be as radical as 
Kuhn claims in SSR. The view that Galison (1997, 2010) elaborates suf-
fices for the account given here. As Galison (2010, 30) remarks, “We are 
getting nowhere if we start with the idea that there is a pure, stable, tran-
scendental ‘nature’ of physics, chemistry, biomedicine, or mathematics.” 
Galison’s (1997, 782) proposal to “historiographically and philosophi-
cally” account for the disunity of science by an intercalated narrative 
suffices for purposes of requiring an essentially narrative explanation for 
what passes for normal science.

Kuhn’s work thus shifts historiographic focus from the meth-
odological proscriptions thought to underwrite the development- by- 
accumulation view to those community practices instrumental in form-
ing and re- forming who counts as a scientist. His broadsides regarding 
scientific education represent just one part of his larger concern with 
the dynamics of what makes for a community of scientists.4 “[The prac-
titioners of this new historiography] insist upon studying the opinions 
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of that group and other similar ones from the viewpoint . . . that gives 
those opinions the maximum internal coherence and the closest possible 
fit to nature. . . . By implication, at least, these historical studies suggest 
the possibility of a new image of science” (Kuhn 1962/2012, 3). Does 
this “reduce” the notion of community to some nonempirical will- o’- 
the- wisp? Hardly. The philosophically significant point is that nothing 
external to that community and its activities— no transhistorical account 
of science, no ahistorical demarcation of science from nonscience— can 
now be used to specify what makes for normal science. Precisely this shift 
of focus holds the promise for transforming the image of science.

This sets (or perhaps I should say resets) the problem. For narrat-
ing a history of science (or of reason) that is not also a history of Science 
(or of Reason) proves to be a tricky matter indeed. In particular, Kuhn’s 
quicksilver view of science foists on him a severe rhetorical challenge. 
What remains for a history of science to be a history of? Kuhn’s awareness 
of the rhetorical challenge— What does a history of science now take as 
its object?— pushes him to fashion a novel answer: how a certain type of 
community constitutes what counts as science.

As a result, the meaning of ‘science’ comes to depend on specify-
ing a community of practitioners of a certain sort, but where the factors 
that constitute the community in its turn cannot trace to some historically 
prior or abstract definition or delimitation of what counts as science. Like 
histories of biological adaptations, what proves adaptive as a “scientific” 
strategy comes to be known only retrospectively. But quite unlike cases in 
evolutionary biology, that which adapts— the community of scientists— 
does not itself represent a clear analog to biological organisms or systems. 
Like the proverbial ship of Theseus, criteria of continuity prove distress-
ingly elusive.

As already noted, SSR arguably manifests the suggested character-
istics of a narrative given a minimalist and liberal sense of that term. 
Indeed, Kuhn’s title, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, can be read as 
adumbrating a narrative sentence. For scientific revolutions in Kuhn’s 
sense can be identified only retrospectively, i.e., upon their successful 
completion. Otherwise it could not be said that a revolution took place. 
Thus, for example, to maintain that the discovery of oxygen presages 
the chemical revolution involves all of the familiar issues that arise with 
narrative sentences, since inter alia the term “oxygen” can be applied 
only retrospectively to whatever Scheele or Lavoisier or Priestley thought 
he had isolated. And as Kuhn (1962/2012, 54) maintains, “This pattern of 
discovery raises a question that can be asked about every novel phenom-
enon that has ever entered the consciousness of scientists.” Working from 
a very different perspective, Friedman (2001, 101; emphasis mine) also 
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identifies a retrospective stance as a critical element in understanding 
scientific change and development: “Now the relationship set up between 
succeeding conceptual frameworks by this type of inter- paradigm con-
vergence is . . . a retrospective one. It is only from the point of view of the 
new framework that the earlier framework can be seen as a special case.” So 
there exists at least a prima facie basis for thinking that all discussions of 
normal science, revolutionary science, and related scientific discoveries 
state truths retrospectively revealed regarding earlier times. These re-
quire narrative sentences to express. And since the events named in these 
sentences come in no standardized format, any explanation of them must 
have narrative form essentially.

Reading SSR as providing an essentially narrative explanation re-
quires identifying a narrative sentence as explanandum. A temptation 
looms large to formulate any proposed explanandum in terms of an 
abstract characterization, such as “the image of science.” The tempta-
tion arises because of course Kuhn announces in his first sentence that 
history ought to exercise such a transformation on the then received 
understanding. But that result constitutes a lemma, so to speak, with re-
spect to what I have identified as the book’s main shift in historiographic 
focus, viz., that “each scientific revolution alters the historical perspec-
tive of the community that experiences it” (Kuhn 1962/2012, xliii). In 
other words, such revolutions alter who counts as conducting rational 
empirical inquiry. Kuhn certainly appreciates that what underwrites the 
development- by- accumulation view consists of a notion of a timeless (or 
nearly so) account of scientific method, and that this method in turn pre-
scribes and proscribes what passes as rational inquiry. That fight over who 
does science and who does not in the end turns out to be a dispute about 
who acts rationally and who does not. “However obscurely presented, my 
own position has from the start been that the choice between theories 
(and also the identification of anomalies, a process which raises similar 
problems) has to be made by a very special sort of community; otherwise 
there would be no science. . . . Without such values the community’s deci-
sions would be different, and something other than science would be the 
result” (Kuhn 1970, 146). SSR thus narrates, as Alan Richardson (2002) so 
nicely puts it, a history of reason itself. But, one must add, Kuhn offers a 
decidedly non- Hegelian history of reason.

As I read him, Kuhn stresses the historical contingency of the mean-
ing of “scientific” and its cognates, and that this will be why any history of 
such an “extended episode” of changes simply cannot be “additive.” The 
conjunction of each true statement in narrative sentence form again will 
be inconsistent with the textbook view of science and the models of theory 
change that Kuhn opposes (see Kuhn 1962/2012, 53; see also 55– 56).
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The textbook image has that community as constituted derivatively, 
by reference to some prior and historically independent standard. Scien-
tists become scientists by virtue of instantiating that standard. But Kuhn 
detaches that which constitutes a community of science from any time-
less standard. One can even ignore here claims that so- called paradigms 
serve as replacements for the explanatory work presumed done by rules, 
methods, and the like. All that matters for purposes of historicizing the 
notion of science involves the fact that identifying what science is for 
Kuhn cannot happen until and unless one identifies what counts as nor-
mal science at a given time. What will emerge as normal science cannot 
be predicted on the basis of what passed previously as such. Until the pro-
verbial dust from a revolution settles, no clear view can be had regarding 
what counts as normal science.

Kuhn thus argues that historical study reveals that methods and 
much else alter with each “revolutionary” change of theory, and so who 
gets to count as a scientist must be explained in some other way (recall, 
e.g., Kuhn 1962/2012, 179). That other way can only be by historical re-
construction, for nothing else remains as a basis for assessing who does 
science at a particular time.

Returning to the question of the explanandum, the variant of “each 
scientific revolution alters the historical perspective of the community 
that experiences it” that expresses the appropriate narrative sentence 
commensurate with Kuhn’s historiography would read:

NS [=Narrative Sentence]: Each scientific revolution began with anoma-
lies and a crisis that motivated a community’s rejection of one time- 
honored theory in favor of another incompatible with it. (Compare: 
“Each of them [scientific revolutions] necessitated the community’s 
rejection of one time- honored scientific theory in favor of another in-
compatible with it” [Kuhn 1962/2012, 6]).

So phrased, this adds a truth about a specific group to however many points in time 
historians retrospectively identify as experiencing such a change.5 For the begin-
ning of a revolution can be identified only when it has ended, an end 
marked by its successful replacement of the previous standard for normal 
science. NS references what a later time reveals (a successful revolution) 
in order to be able to specify truths about an earlier time (e.g., the point 
at which the successor- to- be was introduced). NS requires a narrative ex-
planation, i.e., a sequencing of events that details a dynamic that begins 
with challenges to community beliefs, recounts those scientific disputes 
that result, and concludes by showing how a community resolves those 
disputes by coalescing around an alternative theory.
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It might be objected that the model explanandum sentence is ana-
lytic as stated, and so hardly in need of explanation. The term “revolu-
tion” means, that complaint would go, that which leads to a community’s 
rejection of one theory in favor of an incompatible alternative. But this 
misses the critical point that what counts as a scientific revolution must 
also identify what counts as science before and after. As has already been 
argued in chapter 4, forging a narrative for an “event” that proves to 
be widely dispersed both geographically and temporally and includes a 
multitude of human as well as nonhuman “actors” (e.g., technological 
or other material innovations) poses no principled obstacle. Thus, the 
meaning of “scientific” in the sentence will depend on the details pecu-
liar to each case.

Kuhn’s interest in community building here thus functions in the 
service, as he notes, of answering questions that “belong traditionally to 
logic or epistemology.” In this regard, he cuts the rhetorical knot that 
seemingly tied his narrative to a nonexistent subject by boldly making 
“science” (or, perhaps, “natural science”) synonymous with whatever 
counts as normal science, but with the proviso that normal science must 
always be indexed to a time and a set of like- minded practitioners. For 
now what makes for “science,” and so “scientists” and so a “community of 
rational inquiry” cannot be identified except relative to whatever passes 
for normal science. Nothing “in the abstract” answers to the term other-
wise, and so nothing in the abstract answers ahistorically to any query 
about what science is. What makes for normal science cannot be sepa-
rated from the relevant community. Nothing else exists to anchor any 
putative history of science.

Kuhn’s “historiographic revolution” has nothing to do with find-
ing something new in the archives. A type of cognitive dissonance led 
prior historians to impose a continuity that Kuhn claims is absent. He 
understands this quite well. This is why the narrative of SSR pivots on 
key instances of theory choice. Kuhn (1962/2012, 8) registers an acute 
awareness of the fact that he will be charged with ignoring accepted 
distinctions between, on the one hand, descriptive accounts and, on the 
other hand, interpretive and normative statements. And in fact he clearly 
self- consciously problematizes the descriptive/normative distinction. For 
only by relentlessly redescribing through his narrative how what passes 
for science changes and develops does he succeed in historicizing that 
notion. As he puts the matter, “By shifting emphasis from the cognitive 
to the normative functions of paradigms, the preceding examples en-
large our understanding of the ways in which paradigms give form to the 
scientific life. . . . In learning a paradigm the scientist acquires theory, 
methods, and standards together, usually in an inextricable mixture” 
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(108– 9). Kuhn constructs a new mosaic from pieces already familiar to 
historians before he came on the scene.

An exchange that Kuhn has with Hempel proves particularly illus-
trative of Kuhn’s awareness of his need to elide any descriptive/normative 
distinction. Kuhn (2000, 208– 9) registers Hempel’s “apparent concern 
with which I switch from descriptive to normative generalizations, and 
he has repeatedly wondered whether I quite see the difference between 
explaining behavior, on the one hand, and justifying it, on the other.” 
Hempel puzzles as to why a descriptive statement regarding the desider-
ata for determining a good theory— those that promote “an increasingly 
comprehensive, systematically organized, world view that is explanatory 
and predictive” (Kuhn 2000, 210, quoting Hempel)— should be taken as 
justifying a theory in other than a “near trivial” way (Hempel’s phrase). 
However, Kuhn then remarks, “Hempel is less satisfied than I with this 
approach to the problem of the rationality of theory choice. He refers to 
it as ‘near trivial’ . . . apparently because it rests on something very like 
a tautology, and he finds it correspondingly lacking in the philosophical 
bite one expects from a satisfactory justification of the norms for rational 
theory choice” (210). Yet inasmuch as it is those models of theory choice 
that offer ahistorical standards that Kuhn criticizes, Hempel’s complaint 
misses the very point Kuhn takes to be at issue.6

Kuhn thus turns to directly challenging the suggestion that describ-
ing the relevant criteria of theory choice will be “near trivial.” Indeed, 
identifying and “describing” those criteria turn out to be the central his-
toriographic issue: “If norms are to be derived from a description of the 
essential aspects of science . . . then the choice of the description that 
serves as premise for the near- trivial approach itself requires justification 
which neither of us appears to provide” (Kuhn 2000, 210– 11). In short, in 
order to answer any question of which norms to endorse, one first has to 
answer the question of how properly to describe what counts as science, 
or scientific activity. But this of course assumes precisely what Kuhn chal-
lenges, viz., some stable notion of what science is, and so nonhistorical 
access to identifying so- called norms of science.7

Against Hempel’s suggestion that Kuhn’s view is “near trivial,” Kuhn 
(2000, 211; emphasis mine) has no choice but to (re)assert his counter-
narrative: “I shall sketch an argument suggesting that a particular sort of 
descriptive premise requires no further justification and that the near- trivial ap-
proach itself is therefore deeper and more fundamental than Hempel supposes.” 
What “particular sort” of descriptive premise does Kuhn have in mind 
here? “If I am right, the descriptive premise of the near- trivial approach 
exhibits, within the language used to describe human actions, two closely 
related characteristics that I have previously insisted are essential features 
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also of the language used to describe natural phenomena” (211). The first 
feature concerns the sort of linguistic holism that Kuhn takes from Quine 
and Wittgenstein: “The first characteristic is one I have recently been 
calling ‘local holism.’ Many of the referring terms of at least scientific 
languages cannot be acquired or defined one at a time but must instead 
be learned in clusters” (211). From this he notes that a second character-
istic follows. Within those terms so acquired, some will be more central 
to the web and others will lie at the periphery. All, that is, are revisable, 
but some cannot be changed without in effect sacrificing many or most of 
the others. Kuhn illustrates this using Newton’s second law (212). Going 
back to Kuhn’s remark about the language used to describe human ac-
tions, describing actions as scientific or not will depend on learning how 
to master such center- periphery distinctions.

Friedman (2001, 53) likewise emphasizes that responding to “the 
issue of conceptual relativism arising in the wake of Kuhn’s own histo-
riographical work” as primary among the problems that Kuhn’s work 
raises and that remain to be resolved: “What is controversial, rather, is 
the further idea that the scientific enterprise thereby counts as a priv-
ileged model or exemplar of rational knowledge of— rational inquiry 
into— nature.” Hacking (2012, xvi– xvii) also points to Kuhn’s descrip-
tion of normal science as a perduring element of Kuhn’s account: “A 
lot of scientific readers were a bit shocked [by Kuhn’s characterization 
of normal science], but then had to admit that is how it is in much of 
their daily work. . . . Nowadays even scientists skeptical of Kuhn’s thought 
about revolutions have great respect for his account of normal science.” 
Disputes about the nature of scientific rationality, in other words, cannot 
be disentangled from the question of how normal science comes to be 
normal science.

Thus a basic philosophical reason for tracking what such a com-
munity does will be that “scientific behavior, taken as a whole, is the best 
example we have of rationality” (Kuhn 1970, 144). “Behavior” is the op-
erative term here. Kuhn (2000, 212) explicitly makes this point: “Return 
now to the near- trivial justification of the norms or desiderata for theory 
choice, and begin by asking about the people who embody those norms. 
What is it to be a scientist? What does the term ‘scientist’ mean?” In line 
with the points just made, Kuhn maintains that what it means to be a 
scientist or to do science can be ascertained only by learning how those 
terms for communities of users contrast to other terms in its near lin-
guistic vicinity, e.g., humanist or artist: “One recognizes a group’s activity 
as scientific (or artistic, or medical) in part by its resemblance to other 
fields in the same cluster and in part by its difference from the activities 
belonging to other disciplinary clusters.  .  .  . The name of disciplines 
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thus label taxonomic categories, several of which must, like the terms 
‘mass’ and ‘force,’ be learned together” (213). In short, who counts as 
a scientist, and what counts as doing science, presuppose a particular 
taxonomy. “Though a given sample of activity can be referred to under 
many descriptions, only those cast in this vocabulary of disciplinary char-
acteristics permit its identification as, say, science; for that vocabulary 
alone can locate the activity close to other scientific disciplines and at a 
distance from disciplines other than science” (214). And, of course, how 
this taxonomy applies itself depends on social factors: “One can no more 
decide for oneself what ‘science’ means than what science is” (214). That 
is, what one describes extends well beyond a mere characterization of 
linguistic conventions.

As Kuhn (2000, 214) puts it, “Rather, what is being set aside is the 
empirically derived taxonomy of disciplines, one that is embodied in the 
vocabulary of disciplines and applied by virtue of the associated field of 
disciplinary characteristics.” Revolutionary science and normal science 
thus come to constitute, as Kuhn tells us, complementary notions pre-
cisely because the only way to identify each turns out to be by contrasting 
one with the other. This contrast turns on changes in community prac-
tices over a period of time, viz., the transition period that represents the 
revolution. Both exist only as historical descriptions and not as standard-
ized elements in some larger theoretical frame.

Kuhn’s use of taxonomy here goes proxy for deeply embedded 
intellectual assumptions that demarcate disciplines, and so implicitly 
science and nonscience. In this sense, what Hempel takes to be a “near 
trivial” view represents for Kuhn a vast web of cultural assumptions, ones 
that give sense to a group’s form of life.

Kuhn faced an apparent dilemma. The old historiography fashioned 
a false continuity by crafting a narrative line based on a notion of science 
as constituted by development- by- accumulation or philosophical fictions 
regarding scientific method. The new historiography left Kuhn without 
this as his narrative anchor. SSR replaces a notion of science in the ab-
stract with that of concrete communities, but then owes some account of 
what “binds” this group as a community. Kuhn attempts several different 
answers— problem- solving, paradigms, gestalts— but each replaces the 
clear rationale of the old historiography with mechanisms that prove 
much more difficult to specify. Thus Kuhn reluctantly concludes that he 
can offer only an “obscure global relationship” to underwrite his narra-
tive. But of course given the narrative sentence that represents his ex-
planandum, a descriptive sequencing is all that can be offered.

As his exchange with Hempel shows, Kuhn appreciates this as well. 
So while Kuhn the scientist looks for “something more,” Kuhn the histo-
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rian realizes there is nothing more. Thus, his imagined dilemma arises. 
But the dilemma proves false because given what he sets out to explain, 
no other strategy but redescription exists. It seems near trivial because it 
offers no new facts; it yields a deeply nontrivial account because it rear-
ranges the mosaic and presents a startlingly different picture. Science as 
a historically stable object disappears.8

The foregoing thus provides the core of the missing historiography 
of SSR and so the logic of explanation that it instantiates. Each revolution 
does not constitute some theoretically specified type predictable by laws. 
As a consequence, any explanation of so- called scientific change, and so 
of what counts as rational by way of empirical inquiry, will depend essen-
tially on a narrative presentation of the transitional process, i.e., a descrip-
tive sequencing. The narrative sentence that constitutes its explanandum 
cannot be rephrased into nonnarrative form since what turns out to be a 
science and to be a revolution emerges only in retrospect. Until the end 
of that process— one theoretical view replacing another— one cannot 
know even approximately when it began. There may be strong intuitions 
that things will change (e.g., Lavoisier’s letter), but a revolution names a 
completed process. The sequencing of events cannot be given a nonnar-
rative format, and since each revolution is a unique kind of event— e.g., 
impacts what passes for science in a particular community at a particular 
time— the event explained will be nondetachable from that narrative.

Earlier I noted that Buchdahl suggests that SSR instantiates the his-
toriography it advocates. Buchdahl has this right, but his account lacks 
any specification of what that historiography happens to be. My analysis 
has shown how to fill in that lacuna. In order to oppose a narrative one 
needs a counternarrative, and of course Kuhn supplies just that. He can 
effectively criticize and so hope to transform the image of science only in 
that way, since each account has narrative form essentially.

Kuhn provides, then, a highly naturalistic account of what comes to 
be called at any particular time normal science. It qualifies as naturalistic 
because it invokes no prior definitions of science and no explanatory fac-
tors driving change not subject to empirical check. SSR offers an essentially 
narrative explanation because that turns out to be the only form that can accom-
modate what needs to be explained— how what was not science came to be science.

Ironically, Kuhn’s alternative narrative creates for Kuhn the histo-
rian a tremendous rhetorical challenge: How does he write a history of a 
subject that in effect he argues does not exist as historically continuous? 
My account shows how he in fact handles this challenge, and in this con-
text why the notion of paradigm plays a notoriously vexed but historio-
graphically inconsequential role. For whether or not “paradigms” offer 
a solution to the riddle of community building and rebuilding does not 
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matter for Kuhn’s transformative claim to be justified, or so I have argued. 
That strategy requires only a narrative of discontinuities, one in which 
community practices and membership shift in certain key ways during 
the transition periods of interest.

By showing how Kuhn’s actual narrative cleverly provides a surro-
gate for the presumed topic of such histories— uses scientists to locate 
what science is, rather than the other way around— SSR qua narrative ex-
planation answers an interesting and important question of why science 
comes to be as we find it. In crafting this, Kuhn innovatively and simul-
taneously (as he must) develops (dare I say it) a paradigm for doing his-
tories of science. And as the old saw has it, the rest is history.
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Methodological Naturalism 
and Its Consequences

As noted in chapter 1, disputes emanating from the nineteenth century 
regarding the status of historical explanation turn on a presumed con-
trast between idiographic as opposed to “legitimate” forms of scientific 
explanation. Some time around the middle of the twentieth century, the 
idiographic comes to be recast as narrative, with all the scientific short-
comings imputed to the former being retained by the latter in this termi-
nological change. The preceding chapter shows this supposed contrast to 
be doubly mistaken. First, at present there exists no generic logical form 
of scientific explanation from which historical explanation— or, at least, 
essentially narrative explanations— critically deviates. Second, and more 
important on my view, those disciplines accorded the status of a science at 
any particular time require an essentially narrative historical explanation 
to account for this. Chapter 6 concludes that these two considerations 
provide compelling reasons for including essentially narrative explana-
tions within any catalog of acceptable explanatory forms formulated by 
a naturalist. For a naturalist relies on some notion of science in order to 
characterize or explicate what passes as naturalism in philosophy. And 
inasmuch as a narrative explanation will be required to help identify 
what now counts as a science, these will be a part of any such natural-
ist account.

But perhaps the conclusion to be reached in view of this epistemic 
situation would be so much the worse for naturalism. For the charge 
might be that this connection to narrative explanations simply further 
muddies and obscures a position, i.e., philosophical naturalism, which 
has no clear or canonical formulation to begin with.

In light of this worry, this chapter addresses what for purposes of 
my account I take a viable philosophical naturalism to be and how that 
provides a cogent and unified perspective for the positions taken in this 
book. The structure of discussion that follows in this chapter will be to 
begin in part I by providing a general characterization of naturalism as 
I prefer to understand it (see also Roth 1999a, 1999b, 2006, 2008a). This 
account, I acknowledge (and typically for Quinean accounts such as my 
own), confronts three interrelated criticisms. Part I continues by show-
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ing how the account of naturalism sketched readily resists two of these 
challenges— concerns arising from whether naturalism fails because it 
cannot derive normative recommendations from the descriptive practices 
of science or founders because the term proves on examination vacu-
ous. I devote part II to rebutting a third criticism, that naturalism proves 
viciously circular because it uses the sciences to develop an account of 
scientific norms.

Having argued in parts I and II for an understanding of naturalism 
that includes narrative explanations as a part and in addition proves im-
mune to some standard criticisms of a naturalist position, part III then 
addresses the following question: From within this broadened naturalist 
perspective, one that maintains that there exists no timeless demarcation 
of what makes for scientific goodness and yet in light of those features 
of narrative explanation previously identified— nonstandardization, 
nondetachability, nonaggregativity— how can one proceed in evaluating 
narrative explanations? The challenge proves especially sharp in light of 
a much discussed problem within historical theory that I term the disap-
pearance of the empirical. This returns to an upshot already noted in earlier 
chapters, viz., that evaluation of essentially narrative explanation will, 
ceteris paribus, have to be comparative and done on a case- by- case basis.

I. Why Naturalism Can Be Normative

A concern to understand why the natural sciences succeed where they do 
and as well as they do has typically prompted their philosophical study. 
What makes (or was thought to make) the study of the presumed secrets 
of scientific success philosophical involved a level of generality and the 
utilization of techniques not themselves part of any particular science. 
Philosophical naturalists, in contrast, study what passes as science not 
because they imagine that contemporary science embodies timeless 
methodological insights that other erstwhile claimants to knowledge do 
not. Rather, naturalists hypothesize, no techniques of inquiry apart from 
those that current sciences employ hold any serious promise for offering 
successful guides to acquiring any empirical knowledge worthy of the 
name. Philosophers become naturalists once convinced that any explana-
tion of scientific success does not involve factors which themselves cannot 
be accessed, studied, and explained by a study of these very sciences (see 
Roth 1999a). The acknowledged contingency of what passes for science 
at any given moment makes naturalism a dynamic practice, i.e., one that 
recognizes that what promotes success in inquiry changes and evolves.
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Naturalism in epistemology can be characterized negatively by its 
eschewal of any notions of analytic or a priori truths. Positively, natural-
ism asserts a normative and methodological continuity between episte-
mological and scientific inquiry. The techniques endemic to the former 
are only a subset of the historically received and contingently held norms 
and methods of the latter.1

Naturalists such as Quine are committed to what might be termed 
methodological monism.2 What marks questions as epistemological for Quine 
is that they are questions about the processes sustaining and generating 
scientific beliefs. But he views such questions neither as receiving some 
distinctively philosophical answer nor as pursued by some special philo-
sophical method. But how, then, critics ask, can a Quinean approach 
provide epistemological (typically normative) prescriptions?

Since the standards of science themselves fall within the purview 
of what the sciences examine, philosophical naturalism, as I prefer to 
think of it, locates all putatively distinctive philosophical (e.g., norma-
tive) issues as continuous with and part of what the sciences study. The 
sciences in turn have no further justification for their ways of proceed-
ing other than what account they provide of their sources and methods.3 
Such is the import of Quine’s (1969, 83) “mutual containment” of epis-
temology within empirical psychology and empirical psychology within 
epistemology. Insofar as the sciences self- applied can provide an account 
of how they came to be, the sciences collectively and broadly understood 
function as a framework for doing epistemology. Insofar as epistemology 
invokes no standards or procedures alien to scientific inquiry, it resides 
within science.

Moreover, naturalism bases this refusal to honor any appeals to 
extrascientific justification for the sciences on studies of the history and 
philosophy of science, as the previous chapter argues it must. That what 
goes by the title of “science” shifts need not trouble a naturalist just so 
long as what the title includes proves an asset in efforts to provide a sys-
tematic and integrated account of experience.4

Philosophy as a naturalist conceives of it shares with more conven-
tional philosophical approaches a concern to conduct a type of meta- level 
examination of particular sciences.5 That is, a philosopher qua naturalist 
examines, systematizes, and generally seeks to make explicit the rules by 
which the first- order endeavor proceeds, including those circumstances 
under which the rules of inquiry themselves might be modified. But a 
key difference between naturalism so understood and some other philo-
sophical positions in formulating and articulating such matters arises 
from naturalism’s view that in doing this, philosophy has access to no 
special methods or resources other than those which belong to the dis-
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ciplines collectively examined. Normative recommendations (including 
what passes as logical or rational) can only draw from studies of scientific 
practice broadly conceived and contingently accepted. Moreover, there 
exists no final resting place, no summa scientia.

The demise of positivism as a philosophy of science, and so by 
extension as a philosophy of social science, did not preordain the rise of 
naturalism to philosophical prominence in its stead. For naturalists often 
stand accused of ignoring just those aspects of the social which undid 
the positivists’ efforts to provide general templates for explanation and 
demarcation. Brian Fay (1984, 542) put the issue succinctly some time 
back: “Many philosophers of the social sciences who have rejected natu-
ralism have not done so because they saw the natural sciences through 
positivist lenses. (Think of Schutz, Winch, Taylor, von Wright, Gadamer, 
Habermas, MacIntyre, Harre and Secord, Levi- Strauss, and Putnam, to 
name just a few anti- naturalists: none of them are positivists.) Instead, 
they have rejected naturalism because there is not enough in the natural 
sciences that is helpful in dealing with the essentially historical, cultur-
ally defined, meaningful, mental, and rational character of human phe-
nomena.” However, Fay’s characterization presumes that “science” must 
mean all and only “natural science,” i.e., inquiry which excludes study 
of the “meaningful” as he sketches it. But unless history and related dis-
ciplines have been denied membership in the club of science for some 
now unspecified reason, no a priori argument excludes the investigation 
of meaningful behavior from the realm of what can count as science. As 
the arguments of the previous chapters suggest, naturalism need make 
no distinction between sciences hard and soft, or even attempt to demar-
cate timelessly what science is. History and sociology, inter alia, must be 
utilized to determine what science was and is.

The term “nature” connotes only the world as our sciences collec-
tively picture it. Naturalism so imagined situates the study of humans, 
in all their aspects, as of a piece with those methods and theories used 
to investigate other objects in nature so conceived. This naturalizing ap-
proach, as Fay observes above, was considered less plausible when what 
counted as science seemed inadequate to the task of fully accounting for 
creatures like us, enculturated beings capable of creating both systems of 
meaning as well as complex theories of the world. The understanding/
explanation divide receives its basic motivation from the thought that 
explanation requires laws— causal or at least correlational regularities— 
while social life is marked by localities of reasoning and meaning which 
do not generalize cross- culturally over time in the requisite ways for a 
“genuine” scientific explanation. But by freeing itself to embrace a wider 
range of explanatory forms, as has been argued for in previous chap-
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ters, naturalism need not maintain that human beings qua knowledge- 
producing creatures constitute a sui generis phenomenon, one to be 
studied only by methods uniquely suited to and tailored for conceptual-
izing creatures.

In this respect, naturalism can now best be delineated by contrast-
ing it with what it presently excludes for purposes of explanation, e.g., 
supernaturalism— views that the natural world requires for its explana-
tion something not found among its objects and the processes govern-
ing their interaction. Naturalism rejects “unexplained explainers,” such 
as certainties about the nature of ordinary experience, not explicable in 
turn by the sciences themselves. These exclusions prove to be a strength, 
not a weakness of the position. For it relieves a naturalist of the histori-
cally futile attempts to specify what must be, must remain, or cannot be-
come a science. Any demand for such a prior specification of normative 
frameworks comes to no more than a denial that one be both a philoso-
pher and a naturalist. But why accept that?

Despite the trumpeted “naturalists’ return,”6 the very pervasiveness 
of the term on the current philosophical scene gives rise to fears that the 
term has become too polyvocal to be useful or a suspicion that the term 
has become vacuous. Worries about vacuity tie in part, I suspect, to an 
absence of a canonical account of philosophical naturalism. Historically, 
the term connotes more a loose school than to a specific doctrine.7 This 
helps fuel concerns that any characterization of naturalism will prove 
unilluminating for one of two reasons. First, naturalism presumes to de-
rive an “ought” from an “is”— science is descriptive, not prescriptive. 
Hence, descriptive studies of scientific practices cannot as such justify 
the evaluative canons embedded in those practices. A second charge, 
not unrelated to the first, concerns the circularity of using methods of 
science to justify those methods. This complaint claims that in order to 
consider science as a normative standard, a justification of the norms of 
science must have an extrascientific rationale. Otherwise, any “proof” 
of normativity relies on the very methods needed for that proof, i.e., the 
methods of received science, and so would be patently circular. In this 
section, I examine the first of these complaints, addressing along the 
way the charge that the notion of science has been rendered too vague 
or vacuous to do any interesting philosophical work. The next section 
examines the circularity charge and disarms it.

How should one say what science is, and so begin to determine 
whether or not adjudicating normative issues falls within its purview? A 
dividing line between what naturalists embrace and what they exclude 
seemed clearer when thinkers had confidence that the “real” sciences 
and their related methods could be formally demarcated from the pro-
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posals of pretenders. In this regard, some attention must be paid to how 
the notion of science has itself evolved postpositivism in order to appreci-
ate what one endorses if one declares for naturalism.

This question also underlines the concern that naturalism fails 
to mark out any special ontological or methodological realm because 
no philosophically principled lines can be drawn between scientific ap-
proaches and others, and so no ontological line between the objects of 
science and others. Erstwhile naturalists might well fear that their doc-
trine proves empty because the social has so expanded as to include “the 
realm of science” within its ambit of explanation, and not vice versa. If 
the sciences form only a motley, so much the worse for any doctrine which 
seemingly relies by definition on some delineation of science which cur-
rent accounts fail to provide.

Ironically, this very lack of a philosophically principled demarcation 
of science from other forms of inquiry does not mark the passing of or 
threaten vacuity to naturalism but rather has made possible its resurgence 
and reestablished its relevance. For wresting free what counts as science 
from formalist shackles to which it had become tied through much of the 
twentieth century allows for a notion that ranges over the variety of ways 
humans systematically explore and account for the world as they find it— 
from physics to history. Better to acknowledge that this notion appears 
fated to remain contested than to pretend to more determinate knowl-
edge than, in fact, we do or can expect to possess.

It would be a mistake to construe the cut between naturalism and 
its philosophical Other as rooted in a metaphysics of objects or primary 
processes. For that would be to make an assumption a naturalist does not, 
viz., that one can in principle draw some line between what counts and 
does not as science. Naturalists need not (and, on my view, ought not) 
be in the business of prescribing in advance what can or cannot be part 
of the ontology or causal order. In this regard, to claim that there exists, 
e.g., a normative realm (in logic, in ethics, or wherever) over and above 
the world science examines simply fails to add to our knowledge, unless 
one has some special notion of knowledge on offer. Were there to be had 
some nonstipulative knowledge of these other supposed realms of being, 
then all would be well. But absent some “physics of the normative,” no 
one knows what one knows and how one knows it for these other realms.

Naturalism in this respect is not a philosophical theory of knowledge. 
Some, to be sure, have tried to make it so. For Quine, as for American 
naturalists historically, the methods of science include the full panoply 
of procedures employed in fact- driven research programs in any area of 
inquiry. As John Herman Randall Jr. (1944, 361) puts it, “The ‘new’ or 
‘contemporary’ naturalism .  .  . stands in fundamental opposition not 
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only to all forms of supernaturalism, but also to all types of reductionist 
thinking which up to this generation often arrogated to itself the adjec-
tive ‘naturalistic.’ . . . [Naturalists agree] that the richness and variety of 
natural phenomena and human experience cannot be explained away 
and ‘reduced’ to something else. The world is not really ‘nothing but’ 
something other than it appears to be; it is what it is, in all its manifold 
variety, with all its distinctive kinds of activity.” Quinean naturalism, in 
particular, demands no strict demarcation criteria of what to count as 
science or scientific (see Roth 1999a). Nor are there any philosophical- 
cum- ontological requirements regarding the necessary building blocks 
of knowledge. Science and logic are conceived from the outset as systems 
that stand in a dynamic relation to their rules, rules which are in turn 
chosen for and adjusted to achieve certain ends. Reflexive adjustment 
of means and ends is just part of what it is to have and maintain such 
a system.

Over fifty years ago, Abraham Edel mounted a defense of natural-
ism in ethics germane to this discussion of naturalism as a legitimate 
source of normative insight for the sciences. Edel nicely articulates natu-
ralism’s reflexivity regarding its normative commitments. In the quote 
that follows, imaginatively replace each use of “ethics,” “morality,” or 
cognate terms with the appropriate form of the term “science”:

The whole articulation of a morality within a society under given 
conditions, the problems of change and adjustment within it, require 
constant valuational activity. We find our commitments as what we are 
committed to in the specific lines of choice and directions of striving 
in which we are engaged. Even the major permanent ends we may thus 
elicit on analysis . . . do not become the objects of isolated independent 
selection. Their evaluation rests on the whole network of choices and 
the kind and quality of life to which they commit us.

. . . Mr. [Arthur E.] Murphy seems to me to pose the question almost 
as if an ethical theory must somehow equip a hypothetical man who 
holds no values to choose between conflicting values. If he means to 
eliminate all reference to an existent value- pattern of the self as already 
settling the moral problem, then he poses an impossible task. The 
question “What values should I choose if I had no values?” is meaning-
ful only if it asks what others who had values would recommend for a 
person in my position. All justification is in a matrix of existent values. 
Scientific method is applicable to values in so far as it provides a way of 
identifying one’s existent values, testing them, and refining or revising 
them in choice. (Edel 1946, 146– 47; see also 144; reference is to Mur-
phy 1945)



120

C H A P T E R  7

Humans have ends important to them, and so have systems, which, hope-
fully, will abet achieving those ends. If the ends seem to require rules 
found overly restrictive, one can alter or drop the goal; if a rule does not 
function well relative to the end in view, one can change the rule. This is 
as true for science as for ethics.

Questions of what ends one ought to choose, in abstraction from 
lived experience and human history, are meaningless. For such questions 
cannot apply to us, or anyone known to us. Barring a satisfactory account 
of just how norms of justification are somehow summoned from realms 
beyond time and history, there is then no good reason to believe that 
a naturalistic perspective impedes epistemology’s normative aims (see 
Turner 2010; Roth 2003, 2016b). Put another way, a naturalist view of 
science allows science to be normatively reflexive, and so unhindered by 
a charge that science cannot be both the source of descriptive claims and 
the source of the modes of evaluation as well— the norms employed in 
evaluating the claims. Consideration of the methods of science includes, I 
thus assume, those standards with which scientists now work. Limiting ex-
amination to the announced results— the products, not the processes— 
represents an arbitrary limit not backed by any sound argument. Yet only 
by such an arbitrary limit do the norms of science themselves not count 
as a product of scientific inquiry and so open to systematic explanation 
and scrutiny.

So- called naturalist positions that promise more by way of norma-
tive edification than does Quine (Philip Kitcher or Alvin Goldman come 
to mind here) invariably fail to justify such normative claims naturalis-
tically (or at all). As Miriam Solomon (1995, 207) quite properly notes 
with regard to Kitcher’s pseudo- naturalism— a position she dubs “legend 
naturalism”— his “naturalism does no work— no data or theories from 
psychology or sociology shape the epistemic account— the naturalism 
is just window- dressing for a previously and independently developed 
account of scientific rationality.”8 Much the same is true, I have elsewhere 
argued, regarding Goldman (Roth 1999b).

In short, if any examination of what counts as a science includes 
accounts of its methodological rationales and not just productive results 
(descriptions), then the supposed is/ought issue for a naturalist goes 
away. One now becomes free to ask why a science adopts those norms it 
does, and for what purposes and under what pressures those standards 
have evolved. The only reason for not including methods of science as 
part of a description of that science (and so exclude consideration of 
norms internal to a science from consideration for further adoption or 
adaptation) would be because of a lingering assumption that questions 
about methods were to be answered by discerning what counts as a “scien-
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tific method” in some other philosophical way. This would have made such 
sciences already a result of a prior methodological sorting. But what one 
has represents only a disciplinary motley from the start, a result of histori-
cally contingent factors.

I propose in this light to examine another common criticism of 
naturalism, viz., that the characterization of naturalism proves too vague 
to be of any use.9 Bas van Fraassen (1996, 172), for example, remarks, “To 
identify what naturalism is . . . I have found nigh- impossible.” But just how 
vague is the notion of naturalism? No more vague, I suggest, than our 
ability to catalog the methods of science. Naturalism, moreover, does not 
yoke what counts as science to some philosophical characterization. It is 
ironic, then, to find philosophers such as van Fraassen making continued 
references to “science” as if they knew exactly what that means, and yet 
complaining all the while about the vagueness of naturalism. It proves 
perfectly consistent with and appropriate to a naturalist approach to ac-
cept as a science what counts in the moment as such and then to adapt 
and alter one’s naturalism as disciplinary statuses evolve.

In sum, then, naturalism is not a philosophical theory; it is empirical 
through and through, from its conception of logic to its conception of 
methods to what even to count as science. Naturalism so conceived is un-
tainted by prior philosophical commitments to reduction or to a hierarchy 
of sciences. As argued in previous chapters and above, naturalism will 
evolve in tandem with changing conceptions of what to count as science. 
No area of belief stands aloof from alteration or emendation. Even the 
preference for naturalism itself is result- driven. Should some approaches 
other than those that now pass as sciences prove more efficacious in fur-
thering our goals, the commitment to naturalism itself would then be jet-
tisoned. There is no more vagueness to the notion of what naturalism is 
than there is to collectively cataloging what the methods of the sciences 
themselves are. There is no more an obstacle to examining, emending, 
or excluding norms within a naturalistic approach than there is in any  
self- critical scientific approach. Which is to say, there is none at all.

II. Naturalism, Empiricism, and Circularity

Few epistemological doctrines seem to fit the sciences more readily than 
does empiricism, taken as a philosophical doctrine about evidence, and 
naturalism, understood as developed in part I. Empiricism explains how 
scientific theories connect to the world; naturalism proposes how to de-
termine optimal procedures for learning about the world. But a funda-
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mental problem appears to attach to these doctrines. For the very type of 
knowledge these philosophical doctrines purport to support and clarify 
turns out to be implicated in supporting and clarifying empiricism and 
naturalism themselves. Examining this threat of circularity and its con-
sequences leads, I suggest, to reconceptualizing the status and role of 
philosophical inquiry vis- à- vis scientific inquiry and empirical knowledge.

Because Quine’s writings have decisively influenced two lines of 
debate within epistemology generally and the relation between episte-
mology and science in particular— holism and naturalism, respectively— 
his account provides a convenient basis for determining in what respects 
empiricism remains epistemologically fundamental as an account of 
scientific knowledge naturalistically conceived.

In what follows, I examine lines of argument drawn from Quine’s 
(1969) “Epistemology Naturalized,” arguments that systematically strip 
away attempts to justify science independently of science. In develop-
ing this reading, I provide an answer to the circularity charge broached 
at the beginning of this chapter. But this line of response engenders in 
turn key problems with regard to specifying what to count as empirical, 
and so as evidence for and against individual scientific claims. Assessing 
some consequences of this, and so consideration favoring a comparative 
account of explanation evaluation urged in earlier chapters, will be ex-
amined in part III.

By way of approaching the charge that a naturalistic justification of 
scientific norms must be unacceptably circular, consider in this regard 
the reference to “the whole of natural science” from “Epistemology Nat-
uralized” (written circa 1968) in light of the context of an earlier use of 
that phrase in “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (Quine 1951; written circa 
1950– 51). In the latter case, Quine urges a vast enlargement of the unit as-
sessed as having (or lacking) empirical significance. In the former, he de-
clares for naturalism, i.e., treating epistemological questions as questions 
within science, and so using science to account for how humans manage 
to acquire such knowledge. By implication, the notion of empirical sig-
nificance must itself be subject to naturalistic scrutiny along with all other 
aspects of scientific method and theorizing. Unpacking just why Quine 
makes use of so vague a phrase reveals just how radically his critique of 
empiricism forces a reconception of the relation between epistemology 
and the philosophy of science. In particular, I suggest, terms such as 
“empiricism” no longer hold promise of epistemological insight regard-
ing the basis for scientific knowledge. Rather, a naturalist gives epistemic 
priority to empiricism because one first chooses to accept science as the 
best systematized account of knowledge. From this perspective one then 
limits or specifies what can count as evidence. Notions of science and of 
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evidence, in other words, evolve and develop together. Empiricism simply 
ceases to have standing as an epistemological doctrine apart from science as cur-
rently conceived. It becomes, rather, a consequence of naturalism (and pragma-
tism), a thesis about the nature of scientific evidence maintained on the basis of 
scientific investigation.

Toward the end of “Two Dogmas,” Quine offers as his “countersug-
gestion” to the analytic- synthetic distinction that the measure of epis-
temic goodness be taken as the “whole of science.” But how is this to be 
understood? For in his phrase “the unit of empirical significance,” the 
term “empirical significance” should be understood as “meaningful in 
terms of experience.” Note that the problematic terms here— the ques-
tions raised by the phrase— involve the terms “unit” and “empirical.” 
For a unit to be a unit, it must be bounded. So, the first question to be 
answered would be: What bounds or determines the unit tested for em-
pirical significance? The second question concerns the epistemic work 
to be done by an appeal to a notion of the empirical. Traditionally, the 
job of the empirical was to filter out the supposed core of an evidential 
basis for the assessment of knowledge claims. For it seems as if there must 
be a way of avoiding situations where the unit under test also certifies as 
appropriate the elements used to test it. For ‘empirical significance’ to be of 
epistemic moment, a notion of experience independent of the unit being assessed 
must be carved off. Otherwise the unit under test certifies as appropriate 
the elements used to test it. And if the unit of empirical significance turns 
out to be strongly implicated in determining that which supposedly tests 
it, the empirical forfeits any claim to epistemic advantage.10

The allusion to the “whole of science” suggests that any attempted 
epistemic assessment of a single belief implicates all those beliefs com-
prising that theory to which a sentence belongs. For how what go by the 
label “beliefs” (sentences held true) and how what goes by the label “ex-
perience” (perception) fit together can be logically accommodated in 
any number of ways. Attempts to differentiate structurally among types 
of linguistic items and to identify a logical and evidentiary fit between the 
linguistic and the nonlinguistic ultimately reveal that there exists no such 
logically neat interrelationship between how the world works on us and 
what we think about it. In this regard, attempts to distinguish between, 
e.g., some type of limited holism and a more global form presuppose an 
ability to mark off one type of theory (e.g., those in physics) from other 
types (those in economics). But our beliefs do not come so neatly pack-
aged, and their areas of possible interdependence or independence so 
clearly marked.

Reflections on the logic of science, the history of science, and the 
sociology of science all confirm this point, each in its own way. (Let me 
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be clear here that what I take to be called into question involves a notion 
of the empirical or experience that can be made sense of as epistemi-
cally basic independently of appeal to science.) But why then believe that 
there exists any epistemic leverage in appeals to the empirical?

The two questions— the unit of empirical significance and the con-
tent of the notion of the empirical— moreover, prove deeply interrelated. 
For a variety of scientific theories (broadly construed, so as to include the 
social sciences) serves to determine just which experiences count and 
under what conditions they count as relevant for assessment purposes. 
Science ultimately delimits, e.g., how many senses there are, how they 
function, and so what even the senses properly so- called could provide 
qua evidence. Both questions give rise to worries about how diffuse the 
notion of the empirical becomes once it cannot be restricted to terms or 
simple statements.

One of the most philosophically unsettling consequences of epis-
temic assessments so conceived involves the many ways of accommodat-
ing experience to theory. If notions of sense and sensing themselves re-
quire scientific investigation in order to articulate the respects in which 
they support science, then the very empirical base to which science ap-
peals becomes one best understood through science. Thus, in charting 
how the “unit question” and the corresponding “experience question” 
evolved to something like their present forms, an understanding emerges 
regarding how these notions in turn affect what the terms “epistemol-
ogy” and “science” connote. Unlike empiricists of old, Quine does not 
look to the notion of experience to clarify those of thought or belief: all 
three, he maintains, stand in need of clarification. Quine (1981, 184) links 
the notions of meaning, thought, belief, and experience as kindred con-
cepts in the sense that “they are in equal measure very ill suited for use 
as instruments of philosophical and scientific clarification and analysis. 
If someone accepts these notions outright for such use, I am at a loss to 
imagine what he can have deemed more in need of clarification and anal-
ysis than the things he has thus accepted.” In particular, by conceiving of 
the notion of empirical knowledge as of a piece with the articulated theo-
rizing of experience that sciences provide, the suggestion regarding the 
unit of empirical significance made in “Two Dogmas” turns out to imply 
the “reciprocal containment” of science and epistemology proposed in 
“Epistemology Naturalized.”

Ironically, this relocation of empiricism as a position maintained 
from within science breaks down whatever divides may be thought to 
remain between philosophy of science and science studies. Philosophy 
of science and science studies were distinguished primarily by the ele-
ments that were cited in the explanans for a given explanandum event 



125

M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  N A T U R A L I S M  A N D  I T S  C O N S E Q U E N C E S

(e.g., theory change, theoretical commitment, confirmation). Typically, 
philosophers downplay and science studies researchers emphasize how 
the practice of science involves extrascientific customs and mores (see 
Zammito 2004; Novick 1988).

I suggest that those problems that led, in the first place, to the ex-
pansion of the unit of empirical significance and the theorizing of the em-
pirical makes moot those disputes. What counts as experiences and how 
to assess their effects (e.g., social psychology vs. neurology) will depend 
in part on the science at issue. For while socially mediated experiences 
cannot, in principle, be excluded from epistemological consideration, 
attempts to map those experiences to individual beliefs remain subject 
to all the usual indeterminacies. In this respect, basic problems inherent 
in the epistemological project on the philosophical side— bounding the 
unit of experience and theorizing the empirical— emerge, like the return 
of the repressed, in efforts to provide a “social epistemology.”

Consider, for example, how accounts offered by Galison (1987) dif-
fer from what one finds in Pickering (1984). Both of these accounts, more-
over, appear to be relatively internal histories— they do not look much 
beyond the scientific communities. But Galison emphasizes how debate 
in a scientific community becomes settled by citing the reasons which 
prevailed, while Pickering emphasizes unacknowledged concerns— for 
instance, the need to be able to recycle expertise and yet have a more 
viable theory— as leading scientists to favor one view over another. These 
approaches can be contrasted in turn with, for example, Schaffer and 
Shapin (1985), who take a yet wider view of the factors determining one’s 
theoretical preferences. Background beliefs regarding social status or re-
ligious affiliation might influence which individual beliefs count or how 
they count. In addition, which beliefs might be open to revision will be 
determined by perceptions regarding how those beliefs connect to reli-
gious or political views deemed important. Consideration such as these 
makes the “unit of empirical significance” culture- size.

In saying this, I acknowledge some discomfort in moving from theo-
ries conceived as linguistic entities to cultures so conceived. As I indicate 
in what follows, the question of the relevant “unit” being assessed has 
become increasingly diffuse and problematic. I find no general answer 
to the question of how to bound or otherwise specify the unit in which to 
embed the epistemic evaluation of a specific knowledge claim.

Thus, I take there to be a type of affinity between, on the one hand, 
the alleged independence of epistemology and a bottom– up strategy, 
as opposed to, on the other hand, conceiving of epistemology as pur-
sued from within a scientific account of the world. Epistemology- within- 
science proceeds top- down, that is, by asking how, given an explanatory 
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theory and its justificatory norms provisionally accepted, to encompass 
within it an account of beliefs their acquisition and their legitimation. 
Naturalizing epistemology by making it part of science exemplifies this 
top- down strategy. Bottom- up strategies take an ultimately dogmatic 
stance (knowledge begins here), while top- down strategies allow for a 
pragmatic approach to judging a theory’s merit. From the standpoint of 
examining the relationship between philosophy of science and episte-
mology, those strategies yield very different results. Viewed bottom- up, 
justification consists only of inferential links. Traditional puzzles here 
concern justifying generalizations— typically, laws; related epistemic 
problems involve articulating the logic that connects evidence to experi-
mental tests, experimental tests to theories, and the logical connections 
that exist among those statements comprising a scientific theory. Epis-
temic evaluation involves justified inference and nothing else.

Quine (1995, 15) takes science to be about trying to construct a 
“systematization of our sensory intake.” The initial systematization comes 
with learning the language one first learns to speak, and of the objects 
and events about which we communicate with others. The “reciprocal 
containment” of epistemology and natural science takes epistemology 
to be a part of an attempt to systematize experience. But, though only an 
aspect of the scientific enterprise, epistemology so conceived contains 
the scientific enterprise, since all of it results in the end from shared 
stimulations. Quine’s reconceptualization of knowledge still takes knowl-
edge to be the best systematic account for beliefs held, but takes science 
to constitute this.

Quine’s very liberal view of what to count as science can be adopted 
here without epistemological loss. For by taking science to be just the ex-
tensional equivalent of those empirically oriented disciplines and their 
collective methods, one does not assume the burden of discerning deep 
relations between, for example, physics and history, on the one hand, 
while, on the other hand, one can criticize freely those forms of inquiry, 
for instance, astrology, that might assume some of the techniques of 
science (measurement, prediction) but without the desired results. The 
appeal to the empirical remains one that the sciences themselves en-
dorse, but it may be jettisoned if results warrant that conclusion. Should 
a Ouija board prove a better predictor than physics, it would be rational 
to abandon physics and go with the Ouija board.

Quine’s conceptualization of the relation of epistemology and 
science proves deeply ironic. Empiricism requires science to explicate 
that notion— experience— on which, in turn, to base confidence in 
science. A further irony involves the fact that the proposed unit of em-
pirical significance— “the whole of science”— cannot itself be tested qua 
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unit. So confidence in the whole of science cannot be licensed in this 
way— the way in which science supposedly issues such license.

Empiricism disappears as a supposed foundation for scientific 
theory. It retains unquestioned importance with regard to theories that 
accept more or less congruent accounts of what passes as a matter of 
fact. Reflecting back on specifically historical accounts in this regard, and 
given characteristics of essentially narrative explanations previously de-
tailed, assessing the goodness of such accounts will typically not be settled 
by appeal to agreed upon facts. This point has been evident throughout 
discussions in this book, but especially in light of chapters 3 and 4. To 
speak of the disappearance of the empirical, then, acknowledges how 
the notion of what counts as a fact has become incorporated into a more 
general account of theory (see Zammito 2004).

III. The Disappearance of the Empirical and 
Its Methodological Consequences

I conclude this chapter by reflecting on how those explanations I have 
identified as distinctive of historical explanation— essentially narrative 
explanations— and the naturalistic view of knowledge sketched in the 
first two parts effectively force a comparative standard on the evaluation 
of historical explanation. This section does this by examining how the no-
tion of experience as evidence functions in one important line of debate 
in historiography/philosophy of history. The focus shall be on the pre-
sumably crucial role some notion of the empirical plays in the assessment 
of knowledge claims. For, in a way in which I hope the discussion below 
makes vivid and compelling, no appeal to “facts” will in all likelihood be 
able to settle such debates.

Problems arise primarily because, for reasons developed in parts I 
and II, theories become implicated in constituting the very facts then 
marshaled as evidence on behalf of the way it portrays the world to be. 
Construing theories as discursive formations replaces construing them 
as sources of testable hypotheses or even as narratives liable to certain 
canons of evidence. The significance of ‘the empirical’ disappears on 
the assumption that theories either determine what counts as experience 
or explain away any apparently discordant evidence. What comes to be 
termed ‘empirical’ can readily become instead an artifact of theorizing. 
The empirical so understood then ceases to have a determinate function 
in the assessment of theories under consideration.11

One consequence of this, developing from the so- called linguistic 
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turn that arose in historiography, has been the suggestion— more as-
sumed than made explicit— that the analysis of meaning somehow re-
places or supplants that played by evidence qua fact (see Spiegel 2013). 
The phrase “analysis of meaning” as used in this context and throughout 
my discussion primarily concerns how perception comes to be catego-
rized, and so connects to discussions of (primarily Goodmanian) issues 
of categorization and category formation in earlier chapters. Somewhat 
ironically, as discussion of Scott’s work below indicates, those who wish to 
so theorize the empirical nonetheless write as if some stable, determinate 
notion of meaning emerges unscathed from the rubble of the positivist 
edifice. But, as I argue, as goes any philosophically defensible notion of 
verificationism, so goes any determinate conception of meaning. In phi-
losophy as elsewhere, one confronts Santayana’s insight that those who 
cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. In this regard, 
celebrations of the demise of positivism evince a sad failure to compre-
hend the simultaneous demise as well of assumptions about determinacy 
of meaning some theorists employ and hold dear.

Throughout this book I have been concerned to examine how 
debates about historical explanation spin off, directly or indirectly, from 
concerns dating from nineteenth- century disputes with regard to how 
historians establish connections in the absence of regularities or laws that 
license them (see esp. Patton 2015). Narrativist models of explanation, 
I have maintained, share with other accounts of explanation a concern 
with identifying coherence- making strategies.

So here in a nutshell one has the apparent Scylla and Charybdis of 
historiography. Coherence results, it appears, either from implicit advert-
ing to law- like regularities which historians have never actually possessed, 
or by assimilating historical writing to a form of fictionalizing— events 
connect as a result of the “tropic of discourse” a historian, wittingly or 
not, chooses to employ. Debates between narrativists and philosophers 
concerned with explanation, as noted in chapter 1 and throughout, have 
tended to focus on whether or not narratives provide a licit type of con-
nectedness, a rationally evaluable form for the licensing of inferential/
causal connections. As Novick (1988) suggests, working historians react 
to this epistemological unpleasantness largely by ignoring it.

Ironically, even as the grip of the positivist model fell away from 
the notion of explanation, debates over the character of narrative ex-
planation within historical theory intensified rather than waned. As 
debate about narrative explanation evolved since the late 1970s, it be-
came an in- house fight between proponents of differing conceptions 
of narrative. The new critique underscored instead history as a creative 
endeavor, a writing of fiction rather than a recording of what is (see Spie-
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gel 2013). The coherence given events, the categories used to structure 
events, and the significance assigned those categories were now taken as 
impositions— self- conscious or not— of the writer of history. History as 
literary artifact characterized not simply the text but what the text was 
about. Because of the emphasis given to narrative devices, those debat-
ing these issues talked more of “meaning” than of logic, but, as noted, 
debates about meaning can best be understood as contested accounts 
regarding how to categorize experience.

From the 1980s forward, key articles surveying “history of meaning” 
as it develops within historiography (Spiegel 1990, Toews 1987, Zammito 
1993, 2000 are among the most influential) chronicle challenges to re-
ceived notions of evidence and experience similar to those which arose 
earlier within philosophy. In this context, John Toews (1987, 885) pro-
poses to understand what taking the “linguistic turn” in historiography 
implies as a question of which theory of meaning to choose: “The ques-
tion of whether or not intellectual history should take a linguistic turn 
involves the preliminary question of which among a variety of linguistic 
theories of meaning a historian should choose.” And the varieties here, 
as a footnote makes clear, involve distinctly German variants (Gadamer 
vs. Habermas), with, as always, the French lurking in the wings. The core 
of this view, however named or renamed, Toews articulates as follows: 
“Such a commitment would seem to imply that language not only shapes 
experienced reality but constitutes it, that different languages create dif-
ferent, discontinuous, and incommensurable worlds, that the creation of 
meaning is impersonal, operating ‘behind the backs’ of language users 
whose linguistic actions can merely exemplify the rules and procedures 
of languages they inhabit but do not control, that all specialized language 
usages in the culture (scientific, poetic, philosophical, historical) are 
similarly determined by and constitutive of their putative objects” (882). 
What passed as experience— e.g., of one’s sexual identity, the normal 
and the abnormal— was itself something to be analyzed, itself a product 
of time and place.

However, Toews (1987, 882) refuses to embrace an “apocalyptic 
fear” of the collapse of the edifice of history into the semiological sea. 
He avers “that, in spite of the relative autonomy of cultural meanings, 
human subjects still make and remake the worlds of meaning in which 
they are suspended and to insist that these worlds are not creations ex 
nihilo but responses to, and shapings of, changing worlds of experience 
ultimately irreducible to the linguistic forms in which they appear.” Put 
another way, he denies that historical texts become mere literary artifacts 
by maintaining the autonomy of experiences which can “speak against” 
texts. This retains, Toews believes, a viable conception of history as a 
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product of a “dialectical unity of and difference between meaning and 
experience (as all historians must) in the wake of the linguistic turn” 
(882). He reaffirms the autonomy of history, in this regard, by asserting 
the independence of experience from the texts discussing it.

Significantly, Toews’s sweeping overview of books about the “lin-
guistic turn” includes not only the usual German and French suspects but 
also debates chronicled by David Hollinger emanating from the histori-
cizing of the philosophy of science often attributed to Thomas Kuhn.12 It 
is in his discussions of this more “analytic” account of “post- metaphysical 
knowledge” that Toews (1987, 904) puts his finger on a core issue: “The 
notion of general cultural critique is not an adequate basis for public 
discourse. Because community, discourse, and effective social action are 
intimately related, the question raised by Hollinger is actually whether 
consensual communities able to engage in public discourse and direct 
action can exist or whether consensus on the validity of knowledge and 
substance of value is always imposed, hegemonic, or repressive.” Given 
the challenges posed to standing accounts of knowledge, Toews asks, on 
what basis can theories be assessed? If experience becomes the product of 
theories and not the evidence for them, then scholarly debate seemingly 
has no fixed point by which to adjudicate disagreements.

The contrast could hardly be starker. Either build your politics on 
shared knowledge or view knowledge as built on shared politics. The 
winners not only write history, but also determine what counts as knowl-
edge. But while much hangs in the balance, Toews in 1987 is not quite 
convinced by his own insistence that a “dialectical unity” can persevere.

Can one provide an account of experience which sees it both as 
shaped by and shaping beliefs? The philosophical issue finds expression 
in Kant’s apothegm that experience without concepts is blind. For some-
thing to even be recognizable by us, it must come in a form which can 
inhabit what Wilfrid Sellars later calls the space of reasons, i.e., as belong-
ing to a discursive category. So what I shall call a Kantian truism underlies 
what Toews (1987, 906) rightly worries will be the “new reductionism,” 
viz. “the reduction of experience to the meanings that shape it. [For] 
along with this possibility, a new form of intellectual hubris has emerged, 
the hubris of wordmakers who claim to be makers of reality.” Before an 
experience can even enter into the realm of the public— into discourse, 
as some might say— it has already been conceptualized. But then any 
proposed separation of evidence/experience and theorizing becomes 
impossible— one cannot recover whatever was the experiential grist for 
the conceptual mill.

Whatever the latest theoretical fashion might be, the basic philo-
sophical landscape remained unchanged. The thesis of the inseparability 
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of experience and meaning remains firmly in place. Yet what becomes 
incorporated quite uncritically turns out to be a view of meaning as con-
stituting a system, a set of codes with a structure. For example, surveying 
the poststructuralist scene just three years after the publication of Toews’s 
work, Gabrielle Spiegel (1990, 68) quizzically inquires, “What, then, is the 
‘real’?” The answer, she finds, is that “what is real are the semiotic codes 
that govern the representation of life both in writing and in incorporated 
social structures.” In other words, determinate structure attaches not to 
an unvarnished notion of sensory information, but to whatever structures 
structure perception— the “semiotic codes.”

At this point, even while providing a lucid exposition of positions 
she opposes, Spiegel joins with Toews to complain about the reduction 
of reality to categories— meaning.

What cultural history achieves by this equation of the imaginary and the 
real within the structures of discourse is a radical foregrounding and 
reconceptualization of the problem of text and context. If . . . there are 
no epistemological grounds for distinguishing between them, then it is 
impossible to create an explanatory hierarchy that establishes a causal 
relationship between history and literature, life and thought, matter 
and meaning. The context in which a text is situated is itself composed 
of constituted meanings . . . and the connections between them are 
essentially intertextual. It becomes impossible, on this basis, to identify 
aspects of social, political, or economic life which somehow stand apart 
from or make up a “reality” independent of the cultural construction 
which historically conditioned discourses generate; text and context are 
collapsed into one broad vein of discursive production. . . . To put it at 
its starkest: it is as if, for cultural history, there are no acts other than 
speech acts, no forms of being which are not assimilated to textuality 
and thus made accessible to the workings of the text analogy. (Spiegel 
1990, 68– 69; see also Spiegel 2013)

It might help to recall here one line of philosophical opposition to Kuhn’s 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions. A chief philosophical dogma Kuhn chal-
lenged in that work concerned the ability of experiences to falsify a hy-
pothesis and so defeat some favored theory. Critics complained that this 
deprived accounts of scientific change of a rational basis— e.g., cases 
where experience spoke against the hypothesis and made it instead into 
a type of “mob psychology” (Lakatos 1970, 178).13 It thus appears to be 
politics all the way down.

The parallels between debates in cultural history in the wake of the 
various “posts” and in philosophy of science and science studies has not 
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escaped the notice of others. In particular, John Zammito’s characteriza-
tion of the situation within contemporary philosophy of science and its 
contests with science studies practitioners echoes his own earlier writings 
on disputes within historiography. Specifically, Zammito in 1993 enters 
the following complaint against the then “New Historicism”: “The notion 
that texts and agents are determined by structure is one of the unsettling 
elements in New Historicism that it shares with some older approaches to 
history. While the old language of determinism [Marxism] . . . has been 
debunked . . . it is not clear that cultural system or episteme  is being wielded 
with less cavalier determinism or that either can be more epistemologi-
cally accessible than text or agent” (793). Zammito expresses at this junc-
ture an understandable ambivalence regarding just what historians may 
hope to take away by way of positive advice or guidance from philoso-
phers. With regard to contributions of theories drawn from literature, 
however, he offers a less generous appraisal:

The “revenge of literature”— of “theory”— has about it a tincture of 
megalomania that richly deserves a bit of the irony it lavishes on its own 
targets.

History should not be reduced to literature by an absolutist, pan-
textualist “theoretical” move. Veridicality and coherence are indispens-
able to the practice of history, but the standards of appraisal are disci-
plinary, not absolute. (812)

Yet the “absolutist, pantextualist” move against which Zammito protests 
requires that experience and theory be separated, at least insofar as to 
allow for an account of how the latter influences the former.

But about a decade later he comes to appreciate that one cannot 
look to philosophy of science to clarify this key point. For as Zammito 
himself chronicles, debates here turn out to be caught in a fundamentally 
similar and unresolved philosophical quandary. He concludes his 2004 
survey of the post- Quinean (the “post” here being dated from about 1950 
onward) situation in philosophy of science/science studies with a set 
of complaints about philosophy of science which bear a striking resem-
blance to his earlier complaints about historiographic theory. Zammito 
remarks that “some ‘theorists’ have drawn upon post- positivism to initi-
ate an attack upon the practice of empirical inquiry itself ” (1; see also An-
kersmit 2001). He elaborates this complaint by charging that philosophy 
of science has become ensnared in “a philosophy of language so ‘holistic’ 
as to deny determinate purchase on the world of which we speak. History 
and sociology of science has become so ‘reflexive’ that it has plunged . . . 
[into] an almost absolute skepticism. . . . Hyperbolic ‘theory’ threatens 
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especially the prospects of learning anything from others that we did not 
already presume” (Zammito 2004, 274). Clearly, Zammito views the situa-
tion as having worsened.

Zammito has something quite right, and something quite wrong, 
in his complaint here. The wrong point, widely missed, is that there is no 
unscrambling of how theory and experience mix. But Zammito has just 
right a related and important insight. Foundational projects should be re-
jected as philosophical nonstarters. Here it becomes crucial to recall the 
two defining features widely attributed to positivism, both of which have 
ceased to have any philosophical standing. One concerns what Quine 
calls the dogma of reductionism, i.e., the view that each individual be-
lief about the world stands before the tribunal of experience alone. But 
the other dogma, one that remains alive and well, concerns a belief that 
conceptual schemes exist as logically determinate structures shaping per-
ceptions. This dogma lives no longer within positivism but within the 
very view that claims to have overcome the failures of insight to which 
positivism was prone. Having rejected some notion of experience as de-
terminate or fixed, some self- styled postpositivist thinkers still cling to a 
notion of theory as providing what experience supposedly cannot, i.e., a 
fixed or determinate scheme of evaluation. But, or so I shall argue, one 
has no more entitlement to a determinate notion of theory than to that 
of experience.

On my account, how philosophical history repeats itself can be 
brought into focus by looking at the discussion of experience as ana-
lyzed in Joan Wallach Scott’s (1996) essay, “The Evidence of Experience.” 
Scott’s essay remains a key theoretical statement by a historian for histori-
ans on the “constructedness” of experience, and so presumably is deeply 
antifoundational at least in this respect. Since I raise no challenges to the 
Kantian truism— any information about the world, to count as informa-
tion, must already be conceptualized— where, then, does someone like 
Scott go wrong?

To see the problem, consider a running example in Scott’s essay 
concerning gender identity, and in particular identities as a homosexual 
or a heterosexual. She worries, rightly I would say, about these identities 
being taken as ahistorical givens. Interestingly, but more problematically, 
she sketches how the concepts link in a codependent fashion. Why prob-
lematically? Well, what determines exactly how two such “identities” (for 
lack of a better term) precisely relate? Or that there exist just two? By 
what criteria does one distinguish an ‘identity’ as a countable unit? The 
approach to experience Scott takes ultimately deprives her (and those 
who follow her) even potentially of resources to answer these questions. 
For note that Scott maintains that historians fail to do justice to their own 
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best practices if such categories qua categories of living in or experienc-
ing the world become taken for granted. Life experiences so understood 
demand interrogation, not uncritical appropriation.

To the extent that this system constructs desiring subjects . . . it simul-
taneously establishes them and itself as given and outside of time, as the 
way things work, the way they inevitably are.

The project of making experience visible precludes analysis of the 
working of this system and of its historicity. Instead, it reproduces its 
terms. . . . What we do not have is a way of placing those alternatives 
within the framework of (historically contingent) dominant patterns of 
sexuality and ideology that supports them. We know they exist but not 
how they have been constructed. . . . We know that difference exists, 
but we do not understand it as relationally constituted. For that, we need 
to attend to the historical processes that, through discourse, position 
subjects and produce their experiences. It is not individuals who have 
experience but subjects who are constituted through experience. Ex-
perience in this definition then becomes not the origin of our explana-
tion, not the authoritative (because seen or felt) evidence that grounds 
what is known but rather that which we seek to explain, that about 
which knowledge is produced. . . . This kind of historicizing represents 
a reply to the many contemporary historians who have argued that an 
unproblematicized “experience” is the foundation of their practice. It 
is a historicizing that implies critical scrutiny of all explanatory cate-
gories usually taken for granted, including the category of “experi-
ence.” (Scott 1996, 384– 85, 381; emphasis mine)

But then, she goes on to wonder, what would a history which so problema-
tizes the notion of lived experience look like? If an individual’s experience 
should be treated not as something fact- like, and so as evidence for how 
things really are, but only as itself a product of a complex theoretical pro-
cess at work behind the proverbial backs of individuals, where should in-
vestigation begin to analyze, in turn, why experience has the shape it does?

Notice how Scott’s problem about experience assumes what I shall 
call a Cartesian form. For while we may experience the world in a certain 
way, she posits the equivalent of a Cartesian evil demon— a person’s ex-
perience of the world cannot be taken as a reliable guide to knowledge 
of how the world actually is. For Scott, as for Descartes, experience must 
be viewed as a source of systematic deception. Descartes’s solution— that 
God is not a deceiver— I assume would not appeal to Scott. But then the 
problem facing Scott can be understood as an analog to the “Cartesian 
circle”— how to recover in a non- question- begging way a guide to reli-
ability despite a threat of systematic deception.
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Scott does not appreciate the logical box into which she has placed 
herself. To see this, note the complaint she enters near the start of her 
essay against what she terms the “conventional historical understanding 
of evidence.” On her account, the conventional view takes the challenge 
of diversity to require only by way of an answer the collection of yet more 
points of view, an “enlargement of the picture, a corrective to oversights 
resulting from inaccurate or incomplete vision” (Scott 1996, 382– 83). But 
she insists that the problem goes well beyond any such nod to inclusive-
ness. The “evidence as enlargement” view (the sort promulgated, e.g., by 
television news broadcasts that imagine that simply by soliciting a range 
of extreme views, somehow balance has been achieved) actually hinders 
the process of obtaining a critical perspective on the experiences so re-
corded. For it takes “meaning as transparent, reproduces rather than 
contests given ideological systems— those that assume that the facts of 
history speak for themselves” (382– 83). The “let every group have its say” 
view of experience thus only “masks the necessarily discursive character 
of these experiences” (392), i.e., elides the Kantian truism.

Here Scott enters a criticism, specifically citing Toews, or those 
(such as Spiegel or Zammito) who would try to prise apart and seek to 
keep as independent notions both that of experience and its theoriza-
tion or meaning. But this proclivity on their part, she complains, obscures 
more than it offers to illuminate. For it leads historians to imagine that 
they do not actively produce representations:

This has an effect (among others) of removing historians from critical 
scrutiny as active producers of knowledge. . . . Inclusiveness is achieved 
by denying that exclusion is inevitable, that difference is established 
through exclusion, and that the fundamental differences that accom-
pany inequalities of power and position cannot be overcome by persua-
sion. . . . It establishes a realm of reality outside of discourse, and it 
authorizes the historian who has access to it. . . . And yet it is precisely 
the questions precluded— questions about discourse, difference, and 
subjectivity as well as about what counts as experience and who gets to 
make that determination— that would enable us to historicize experi-
ence and to reflect critically on the history we write about it rather than 
to premise our history on it. (Scott 1996, 393– 94)

Yet Scott also denies that her account indulges in “a new form of linguis-
tic determinism,” just the sort of specter raised by Zammito and others.

But what, then, serves as the analog to experience as a counterpoise 
to received categories? How, in Harold Garfinkel’s great phrase, does 
one avoid treating people as “cultural dopes,” mindlessly inhabiting and 
acting out the norms of those discursive formations bequeathed them by 
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accident of birth? Scott’s apparent answer insists that there exists “con-
flicts of interpretations” (my phrasing, not hers) which open the way out 
from cultural dopism.

Treating the emergence of a new identity as a discursive event is 
not to introduce a new form of linguistic determinism nor to deprive 
subjects of agency. “It is to refuse a separation between ‘experience’ and lan-
guage and to insist instead on the productive quality of discourse. Subjects are 
constituted discursively, but there are conflicts among discursive systems, 
contradictions within any one of them, multiple meanings possible for 
the concepts they deploy. . . . Subjects are constituted discursively and 
experience is a linguistic event (it does not happen outside established 
meanings), but neither is it confined to a fixed order of meaning” (Scott 
1996, 396; emphasis mine). Here, I confess, I find the theoretical tides 
running fast and high. On the one hand, Scott emphatically maintains 
the Kantian truism, couched in the language of discursive formations. 
But, she insists, cultural dopism does not result because these “discursive 
events” themselves have no determinate structure, indeed, they coexist 
with other structures.

But now in what space do these discursive structures exist? They 
have a life independent of any specific individual, but must also reside, 
to recur to my Cartesian imagery, in the understanding of individuals. 
Scott appears to echo just this point: “Because discourse is by definition 
shared, experience is collective as well as individual.” Yet she maintains 
that discourse shapes the individual’s understanding. “Experience is a 
subject’s history. . . . Language is the site of history’s enactment. Historical 
explanation cannot, therefore, separate the two.” Sitting between the sen-
tences just quoted are the following: “Experience can both confirm what 
is already known (we see what we have learned to see) and upset what 
has been taken for granted (when different meanings are in conflict we 
readjust our vision to take account of the conflict or to resolve it— that 
is meant by ‘learning from experience,’ though not everyone learns the 
same lesson or learns it at the same time or in the same way)” (Scott 1996, 
396– 97). But this cannot be. Based on what Scott has said, experience 
comes prefigured. So how can it but fail to confirm and conform? And 
if it fails to confirm and conform, then what can it mean to say it comes 
prefigured?

This, by the way, is a standing problem in Kant’s account: Just how 
do experiences get categorized in the way that they do, and what makes 
it the case that experiences get linked in particular ways? Indeed, a great 
deal of very interesting social psychological research on concept forma-
tion, cognitive dissonance, and the like simply underscores rather than re-
solves these standing problems regarding how conceptualization proceeds. 
“Discursiveness” in Scott’s sense here names a problem, not a solution.
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I do not fault Scott for failing to solve problems Kant bequeathed 
us. Rather, my purpose is to question, in the spirit in which I began, just 
where the linguistic moves leave us. Unlike Toews or Zammito, I do not 
want to affirm the “really real” by thumping on the lectern or praising the 
standards practitioners embrace. Rather, granting as I would a full mea-
sure of credibility to the philosophical critiques of empiricism, positivism, 
etc., the question remains whether the friends of discursiveness in the 
end have any more satisfactory notions to put in its stead. Note what Scott 
(1996, 397) herself says: “The kind of reading I have in mind would not 
assume a direct correspondence between words and things, confine itself 
to single meanings, or aim for the resolution of contradiction. It would 
neither render process as linear nor rest explanation on simple correla-
tions or single variables. Rather, it would grant to ‘the literary’ an integral, 
even irreducible, status of its own. To grant such status is not to make ‘the 
literary’ foundational but to open new possibilities for analyzing discur-
sive productions of social and political reality as complex, contradictory 
processes.” She repeats this point a page later, toward the close of her es-
say: “The question of representation . . . is a question of social categories, 
personal understanding, and language, all of which are connected and 
none of which are or can be [a] direct reflection of the others. . . . [The] 
social and the personal are imbricated in one another and . . . both are 
historically variable. The meanings of the categories of identity change 
and with them the possibilities for thinking the self. . . . [The categories] 
are discursive productions of knowledge of the self, not reflections either 
of external or internal truth” (398). But what now can be made of talk of 
“production” or even “analysis”? What produces; what exists to analyze? 
The relation of linguistic items to one another and to what about the 
world (dare I say experience?) they make available to humans through 
discourse no longer can be given any clear sense. Concepts do not oper-
ate algorithmically on what happens at our nerve endings to synthesize 
these into discursive events; concepts do not link regularly or tightly to 
determine how one infers meanings from one to the other.

I have offered two different characterizations of how to think philo-
sophically about how approaches that emphasize the analysis of meaning 
embrace a key failing they hoped to transcend. But as goes foundational-
ism, so goes the analysis of meaning. As Quine taught us a half- century 
ago, the two dogmas are at root identical. If one could, in fact, determine 
just how concepts interrelate by some form of abstract analysis— analysis 
of meaning— one would then know what experience contributes to the 
account. It would be that which mere logic did not. But without a way to 
identify what experience specifically adds to understanding, no lines of 
analysis of meaning exist either.

We have words, and the words get used, but how the system works 
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cannot be ascertained by abstraction. In this regard, the “linguistic turn” 
in cultural history recapitulates positivism, albeit as “positivism of the 
mental,” or, alternatively, an account where notions such as “semiotic 
code” supposedly do the work to have been done by translating scien-
tific theories into the formalism of predicate logic. Yet appeal to codes 
and such here function as a façon de parler rather than being a determi-
nant of inferential structure. In this important respect, the structuralist/
poststructuralist idea of a semiotic code falls foul of the core Quinean 
objections to positivism. Poststructuralists took over certain untenable 
philosophical assumptions from aspects of positivism. Appreciating this 
hopefully points toward a more pragmatic view of language, meaning, 
narrative, etc., one more likely to be fruitful for the human sciences.14

This chapter began by sketching a defensible form of naturalism, one 
that can be normative and embrace the full panoply of human endeav-
ors. Thus it readily accommodates essentially narrative explanations. But 
naturalism as outlined does not provide or posit any foundational notions 
of evidence. Combined with the irrealism defended in earlier chapters, 
this has implications for understanding debates in history. Part III ex-
plored one such case, but others have been noted throughout. What I 
have termed “the disappearance of the empirical” arouses in some wor-
ries about a type of postmodern epistemic anarchy. But the account of-
fered of essentially narrative explanations and discussion throughout 
should forestall this “Chicken Little” response. When one examines how 
historical disputes (and not just historical, I believe, though I have not de-
fended this view here) actually play out, the sort of comparative method 
of assessment outlined in previous chapters proves to be quite common.15 
Given the parallels stressed with Kuhn, this should come as no surprise. 
Moreover, and quite unlike the natural sciences, the low cost of develop-
ing a competing paradigm in history and other human sciences leads 
unsurprisingly to multiple accounts simultaneously being in play. This 
book has attempted to say why this result should not surprise us, and in 
fact should be expected. The thought that there must be a determinate 
order of things manifests, I suspect, only an unrequited religious impulse, 
mourning that no sense any longer exists to postulating a world seen 
sub specie aeternitatis. But this loss does not translate into a defensible 
epistemology. In this key respect, naturalism, irrealism, and narrativism 
humanize and do not abandon a basic philosophical aspiration to articu-
late how things hang together.
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To catch mind in its connexion with the entrance of the novel 
into the course of the world is to be on the road to see that 
intelligence is itself the most promising of all novelties, the reve-
lation of the meaning of that transformation of past into future 
which is the reality of every present.

— John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy”

To identify the form of narrative explanation and the character of the 
historical is not to assert that philosophers know something that, for ex-
ample, working historians do not. Rather (and without suggesting that 
the achievements compare), an analogy to what has been argued here 
would be Russell’s Theory of Descriptions. No competent speaker needs 
Russell’s theory to appreciate that both “The present king of France is 
bald” and its negation are false. The puzzle is logical and philosophical 
because it is far from obvious how to provide an analysis of logical form 
that accounts for this judgment. Russell’s celebrated theory provides a 
technique to exhibit a semantic and logical structure that answers a pe-
culiarly philosophical question regarding how to represent a logic that 
accords with what in key respects is already known.

In this regard, one way to read the course of debate about historical 
explanation since the nineteenth century is to see it as instantiating an 
aporia between a sanctioned practice and a logically obscure explanatory 
form. This book has offered an account of what makes that form obscure 
and so why the dispute has persisted. Additionally and most importantly, 
it reveals a logic of narrative explanation that opens it to rational evalua-
tion and demonstrates why a fully naturalized understanding of science 
itself requires such an explanation. Establishing this connection to natu-
ralism completes the philosophical solution to problems supposedly attend-
ing narrative explanations. And so insofar as anything has been achieved 
by this, it is to have provided a philosophical solution to something prac-
titioners and readers already knew, that is, that narratives explain.
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In sum, then, the solution articulated herein to the problem of how 
narratives explain does not contribute to any theory of narrative as a liter-
ary form. Rather, the argument has been to establish that narrative has a 
place as well within epistemology (as primarily developed in chapters 2, 3, 
and 7) and the theory of explanation (as argued in chapters 1, 4, 5, and 6). 
Narrative explanations from a variety of works have been used as illustra-
tion, including Braudel’s (1976) The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean 
World in the Age of Philip II, Friedman’s (2000) A Parting of the Ways, Hil-
berg’s (1985) The Destruction of the European Jews, and Kuhn’s (1962/2012) 
The Structure of Scientific Revolution. The arguments throughout have been 
to motivate changes in or rejection of ill- considered metaphysical and 
epistemic preconceptions about structural features of human history and 
explanatory strategies.

Up to this point, these works have been used to illustrate character-
istics of an essentially narrative explanation. My frequent use of Hilberg 
in particular has been deliberate both because of the role that debates 
about the Holocaust have played in discussions of constructivist posi-
tions in historiography and because of the literally paradigmatic status 
of Hilberg’s history. However, even granting that the works discussed 
have the form attributed to them, nothing said so far may yet appear to 
address, much less substantiate, my initial suggestion that the solution 
to the charge of logical formlessness provided in chapter 4 functions to 
answer as well complaints about evaluative intractability noted at the be-
ginning of chapter 2.1

What should be expected of a “philosophical” account of evalu-
ative criteria? Clearly not something on the model of the verification 
theory of meaning or a Carnapian Wissenschaftlogik. Logical positivism 
is often understood as the last great philosophical effort to articulate a 
fully general theory of scientific rationality and rational evaluation. Yet 
this view presupposed a type of unity of reasoning or method that even 
positivists came to deny. Discussions going forward regarding what makes 
for science and rationality need to learn from that failure, not to insis-
tently repeat it.

The allusion above to Russell’s classic analysis, however, already 
hints at what answer I take to be feasible with respect to the charge of 
evaluative intractability. Once the form has been articulated, the problem 
of evaluative intractability has been given as much of a solution as philo-
sophically possible. This is not to claim that analyses of the form allows of 
one solution only. Rather, evaluative intractability was taken to be an im-
mediate consequence of lacking a logical form. So, absent some further 
argument, specifying what logical structure the form permits solves by 
dissolving a seeming obstacle to reasoned evaluation. It cannot be an ob-



141

C O N C L U S I O N

jection that practitioners will almost certainly continue to differ on how 
to frame or analyze particular issues or events, and so identifying a form 
ipso facto fails to settle questions of which form is best. History proves no 
different from any other science insofar as arguments persist regarding 
the “proper” form to provide for specific issues or topics.

And certainly here there will be a philosophical parting of the ways 
with others who write on these topics, one presaged by the account of 
naturalism offered in chapter 7.2 Kuukkanen (2018, 88) for one urges a 
continued search for more philosophical standards regarding rational 
acceptability in historiography: “I agree with Roth that justification is a 
theme of central importance. I take it that no one wishes to accept that 
just any interpretation or view is equally good. . . . There must be some-
thing that limits acceptability but at the moment we are left in the dark as 
to what this may be.” Indeed (and alas) Kuukkanen puts me in a league 
with Rorty’s cooperative freshman. For my naturalism holds that there 
exists “no a priori domain of normativity or a priori method to decide 
what normativity and justification are” (88). This position, he goes on 
to allege, carries “substantial” risks, including no less than that of losing 
“the entire aspect of normativity and capacity to evaluate rival views epis-
temologically. It would be the situation of anything goes more familiar 
to postmodernist theorizing” (89).3 But he nowhere details why my natu-
ralism precipitates so drastic a slide. In short, it is hard to comprehend 
based on what Kuukkanen actually writes which evaluative standards of 
historians supposedly cry out for a philosophical solution. Empirical knowl-
edge claims, based as they must be on inductive practices, will be fallible. 
Practices will vary from theory to theory and discipline to discipline. As 
Quine (1969, 72) famously quipped, “The Humean predicament is the 
human predicament.” But theories (including statistical) exist to help 
structure and guide inductive practices.4

Returning anew, then, to questions of the relation of form and 
evaluation, recall that in chapter 4 it was argued that the following narra-
tive sentences can be used to state one important conclusion for which 
Hilberg (1985, 1044) argues: “The destruction of the Jews was thus no 
accident. When in the early days of 1933 the first [German] civil servant 
wrote the first definition of ‘non- Aryan’ into a civil service ordinance, the 
fate of European Jewry was sealed.” Or, reworded as a narrative sentence: 
The Holocaust began in 1933. The sequencing of events that Hilberg 
details, memo by memo, meeting by meeting, country by country, col-
lectively constitute the explanatory details justifying this claim. Equally 
clearly, it is just philosophical foolishness, a combination of bad seman-
tics and bad epistemology, to imagine that historiographic terms such as 
this receive clarifications from some philosophical theory of reference. 
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Terms such as “Holocaust” do not denote but connote a widely dispersed 
series of events and actions. Whether Hilberg’s claim is correct depends, 
at least in part, on what one takes to link the events as part of a common 
account in the way that Hilberg does.

How, then, to rationally evaluate or challenge a history such as Hil-
berg’s? With this question, and a very vague ceteris paribus clause, one 
confronts the issue on which Hayden White has long insisted, viz., that 
any decision on how to write history will represent a moral choice on the 
part of the historian. As Charles S. Maier (1997, ix) perceptively noted 
on the controversy regarding Holocaust history known as the Historiker-
streit, “The debate revealed that German intellectuals were divided over 
how centrally their country’s acknowledging past aggression and geno-
cide should underlie political consciousness.” But, he then adds, “All 
historical understanding must ultimately rest on comparison. . . . As a 
historian, I wanted to probe that fundamental tension of our discipline” 
(x). And lest this characterization be mistaken as a peculiarly American 
take on a German debate, principals in that debate such as Jürgen Haber-
mas (1997, 234) share Maier’s assessment: “After Auschwitz our national 
self- consciousness can be derived only from the better traditions in our 
history, a history that is not unexamined but instead appropriated criti-
cally. The context of our national life . . . can be continued and further 
developed only in the light of the traditions that stand up to the scrutiny 
of a gaze educated by the moral catastrophe, a gaze that is, in a word, sus-
picious.” Debate over Holocaust historiography of the kind that triggered 
the Historikerstreit turned in key respects on whether or not to situate Hit-
ler as a great anti- Communist crusader. Habermas responds by emphasiz-
ing the moral perversity embedded in this apologetic for the Nazis. The 
issue, in other words, turns on the moral consequences of the framing, 
not any dispute about some matter of fact.5

More recently and from a very different perspective, Timothy Sny-
der (2010, 380; emphasis mine) has maintained that Hilberg’s account 
needs to be “corrected” not  because of some factual misstep but because 
it neglects to situate the facts within the proper historical frame: “To de-
scribe their course [the policies of Hitler and Stalin] has been to intro-
duce to European history its central event. Without an account of all the 
major killing policies in their common European setting, comparisons 
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union must be inadequate.” Sny-
der, in opposition to many of the current “schools” of historical interpre-
tation, bluntly declares that “Europe’s epoch of mass killing is overtheo-
rized and misunderstood” (383). “Overtheorized” because the emphasis 
on death camps misses the fact that most killings were not carried out in 
the death factories erected by the Nazis. It is misunderstood even today, 
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Snyder maintains, because of a failure to confront the extent to which 
these policies were “not a step in a logical plan so much as an element in 
an aesthetic vision” (389). By use of the phrase “aesthetic vision,” Snyder 
means to imply that the killings must be understood as choices on the 
part of those participating: “No matter which technology was used, the 
killing was personal” (xv). And until this fact can be appreciated and as-
similated both into histories of the period and into self- understanding, 
the key lessons will remain unlearned. Where Ernst Nolte wanted to use 
postwar political developments to reframe an understanding of Hitler’s 
actions in a way that made his treatment of the Jews a reaction to and so 
a consequence of Stalinist policies, Snyder reframes the issues to look at 
the killing of the Jews in a perspective fashioned by temporally and geo-
graphically related mass murders. Both in different ways would change 
the significance Hilberg attributes to the destruction of Europe’s Jews.

This snapshot cannot begin to provide a general overview of the 
problems that incite debates with regard to Holocaust historiography. 
My point, rather, is that one does not have to look far to find such cases. 
(But with specific reference to Holocaust historiography, see esp. Stone 
[2017]. For a sample of disputes regarding the American Civil War, see 
Towers [2011]. Wise [1980] and Novick [1988] also remain well worth 
reading in this regard.) In short, there exists no good reason to imag-
ine that there might exist special yet undiscovered philosophical canons 
of justification or relevance that will resolve such disputes. Assessment 
will, ceteris paribus, turn on appeal to factors other than “the facts.”6 As 
argued in other chapters (especially chapters 4, 5, and 6), if an event can 
be explained only narratively, then evaluating that explanation will typi-
cally have to be done comparatively, i.e., relative to a competing narrative. 
Narrative as a form of explanation has been vindicated by making that 
form explicit, accounting for why it is unique, and establishing why it is 
both an unavoidable and a legitimate strategy. It is neither here nor there 
that historical disputes cannot be given some final verdict about their 
rational acceptability. This feature does not distinguish or mar disagree-
ments about historical explanations from those found in any other field 
of inquiry. Form serves as a propaedeutic to evaluation, but there cannot 
be a general answer to evaluative questions.7

Yet, I also insist, by attending to the form of narrative explanation 
and the factors characteristic of this form, possibilities for rational debate 
and evaluation have been clarified and advanced. Since the narrative of-
fers a developmental sequence not underwritten by laws, inductive stan-
dards must be applied. By way of suggesting a possible avenue for further 
development, and with the important caveat that the explanandum will 
be characterized retrospectively by a narrative sentence and discussed 
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more below, note that essentially narrative explanations bear an interest-
ing and important prima facie relation to the explanatory strategy of “in-
ference to best explanation” (IBE).8 It signals yet another link between 
narrativizing strategies and those already recognized in other sciences 
insofar as the logic of the explanation resides in the use of the explanan-
dum to bring order and significance to previously known facts.

In his classic study of this topic, Peter Lipton (1993, 1) character-
izes IBE thus: “Beginning with the evidence available to us, we infer what 
would, if true, provide the best explanation of that evidence.” Lipton 
does not have historical explanation or practice in mind when discuss-
ing explanatory considerations, but the relation between IBE and narra-
tive explanations deserves consideration. As Lipton acknowledges, as a 
model of inference this has the logically distinctive feature of having the 
consequence (the imputed explanation) license the inference from the 
premises (the explanans). As Lipton puts it, “Explanatory considerations 
are our guide to inference” (22; see also 1). Thus quite unlike the Hemp-
elian model, explanation in this case is not a consequence of mimicking a 
certain inferential form. Rather, it could be said, the explanandum deter-
mines what to count as explanans by virtue of providing an explanation 
for those factors. In this important respect, IBEs share the key feature 
of nondetachability characteristic of essentially narrative explanations.

Lipton (1993, 35) goes on to acknowledge, “The causes that explain 
depend on our interests.” And although he has concerns and issues to 
which this book has its own answers— e.g., the issue of scientific realism 
or of the notion of a “true” explanation— what he says in favor of IBE 
as a form of contrastive explanation is germane to the view defended in 
regard to narratives. In particular, as he notes, his “contrastive analysis 
of explanation shows how what counts as a good explanation can be 
genuinely interest relative without thereby being subjective in a sense 
that would make explanatory considerations unsuitable guides to infer-
ence” (187). Lipton also echoes Quine and Neurath: “Because our system 
of beliefs evolves like a complex organ, we build new inferences on old 
explanations” (132). The evaluation of inductive practices does not disap-
pear due to interest relativity.

In addition and of particular relevance to earlier discussion, Lip-
ton suggests how to incorporate IBE within a Kuhnian perspective. What 
Lipton’s discussion highlights, and what bears further consideration, is 
how elements such as interests and prior theoretical commitments prove 
closely interrelated in the process of inferring to the “best explanation.” 
The important point is that interest- relativity does not make the infer-
ential practices subjective in the sense that Kuukkanen seems to fear. 
Rather, providing a structure to the inferential sequencing opens the pro-
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cess to rational scrutiny. Lipton’s account of IBE also fits nicely with the 
retrospective structure that defines essentially narrative explanations.9

An obvious difference between IBEs as Lipton discusses them and 
an essentially narrative explanation is that the former unifies evidence 
in terms of hypothesized cause, while the unity in the latter case results 
from using a later event to forge a developmental sequencing. With IBE, 
one infers from the observed phenomena to an unseen but hypothesized 
cause (from witnessing language acquisition and use to the inference 
of algorithms that provide an innate grammatical competence, for ex-
ample). But this is less of a difference than it might first seem. The point 
to be considered concerns how IBE functions in the historiographic cases 
just as narrative sentences do, or what Kuukkanen discusses with regard 
to colligatory concepts.

As Kuukkanen (2015, 98) phrases it, what connects Danto’s narra-
tive sentences, Mink’s configurational mode, and Hayden White’s tropes 
“is that they integrate units of information to form something new and to 
thus create novel historiographical information which cannot be thought 
to have existed before this act of creation.” ‘The Renaissance’ and ‘the 
Holocaust’ colligate, but they do so by functioning as explanations, in-
deed, as IBEs. That is, from an explanatory perspective, what licenses 
the inference to positing them as events is their explanatory merit. From 
the standpoint defended in chapter 3, one does not assume an ontol-
ogy of preexisting “events.” Historical events are not natural kinds. Most 
important, their epistemic justification derives from their utility for purposes of 
explanation and not from the fact that they answer to some philosophical theory 
of reference. The unifying principles reflect their organizational utility for 
us, not their capacity to function as a mirror of the world.

As objections to narrative explanations, the allegations of logical 
formlessness and evaluative intractability stand or fall together. In addi-
tion, insofar as the analysis provided of narratives demonstrates how his-
torical events function epistemically in the service of explanation, objec-
tions arising from traditional forms of philosophical semantics prove to 
be beside the point. Wedding oneself to traditional semantic idioms does 
little more than ensure that pointless quarrels endure. Chapters 3 and 
7 establish that those semantic views can and should be discarded (see 
also Roth 2013b). As noted at the outset of this conclusion, the moral is 
to avoid such philosophical excesses, not to keep compulsively indulging 
in them.

History is a science. The primary explanatory form it utilizes— 
narrative explanation— is not, as once was thought, sui generis. Other 
sciences use this form as well. But it predominates in histories for reasons 
detailed in chapters 3 and 4. Having argued throughout that objections 
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thought to preclude including histories as explanatory and as providing 
knowledge no longer can be credited, this book ends where it began, 
i.e., by situating itself relative to the work of Danto, Mink, and White. In 
particular, notice should be taken of how White in a late essay appropri-
ates Danto’s notion of a narrative sentence. Discussing the work of Erich 
Auerbach, White (1999, 89) provides a characterization of what makes a 
work “historical” that eerily echoes Danto:

A given historical event can be viewed as the fulfillment of an earlier 
and apparently utterly unconnected event when the agents respon-
sible for the occurrence of the later event link it “genealogically” to the 
earlier one. The linkage between historical events of this kind is neither 
causal nor genetic. . . . The relationships between earlier and the later 
phenomena are purely retrospective, consisting of the decisions on the 
parts of a number of historical agents. . . . The linkage is established 
from the point in time experienced as a present to a past, not, as in 
genetic relationships, from the past to the present.

In saying that the relationship is not causal, I take White to be correctly 
observing that no laws or any law- like connections link these events 
through time. More important, and in keeping with the key feature of a 
narrative sentence, the genealogy can be apprehended only retrospec-
tively. Only from a standpoint afforded by a later time does the signifi-
cance of the earlier moment become known. In denying that the rela-
tionship is genetic, again White is insisting properly that nothing in the 
earlier moment fated that the development take place. “Replaying life’s 
tape” would not, as discussed in chapter 4, ensure the same outcome. 
Equally important, White insists that there is nonetheless a sequencing 
of events that does allow a retrospective linking of events. In the terms 
used since chapter 4, this marks the sequencing as essentially narrative.

In his characteristic emphasis on the role of agency in history, 
White’s remarks anticipate Snyder’s emphasis on “aesthetic vision” and 
the role of choices. White concludes his essay on Auerbach by enumer-
ating, again in characteristic fashion, Auerbach’s list of the “distinguish-
ing stylistic characteristics” of literary modernism, features that White 
(1999, 100) himself has long argued historians should apply to their writ-
ings. But precisely this aspect of White’s thought— the drive to assimilate 
historical writing more self- consciously to literature— invariably excites 
worries about casting histories adrift, of failing to anchor the works to 
reality by utilization of the requisite senses of “truth” and “reference.” 
Mink (1987, 203) expresses this common concern as follows: “Narrative 
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history and narrative fiction move closer together than common sense 
could well accept. Yet the common- sense belief that history is true in a 
sense in which fiction is not is by no means abrogated, even though what 
that sense is must be revised. It would be disastrous, I believe, if common 
sense were to be routed from its last stronghold on this point.” Mink’s 
worry here has a point only if one expects to find a formal method that 
demarcates between kinds of works, e.g., history and fiction.

The search for a demarcation criterion is one more residue of the 
positivist project of attempting to specify a formal criterion for separating 
science and nonscience. The problem resides not in the absence of this 
criterion but in the belief that one is even needed. For as even classical 
positivists came to concede (see esp. Hempel 1950), once the “unit of em-
pirical evaluation” becomes the whole of science, a formal demarcation 
criterion becomes a logical nonstarter. Hempel and Carnap recognized 
this by the 1950s. Mink’s worry thus has no point from within a fully naturalized 
philosophical perspective. Sophisticated and informed historical practice al-
ready does what no purely logical criterion could do, i.e., do the best we 
can to separate fact from fiction. To infer the absence of standards for 
doing this from their contingency is, as noted above, a non sequitur.

Danto (1965 16) writes at the conclusion of chapter 1 of his classic 
work on this subject, “I shall maintain that our knowledge of the past is 
significantly limited by our ignorance of the future. The identification 
of limits is the general business of philosophy, and the identification of 
this limit is the special business of analytical philosophy of history as I 
understand it.” Yet post- Kuhn, Danto seemingly lost all hope that any-
thing philosophically could be said about the limits of historical explana-
tion. But on that point he was mistaken, or so I have maintained. White 
and Mink understood well that narrative form functions as a cognitive 
instrument. White saw no reason to expect that a philosophical focus on 
the natural sciences held any prospect for illumination of narrative form. 
Mink shared this skepticism, but held out for the prospect that more 
could be said than White would allow about the specifically cognitive or 
epistemic functions of narrative. White’s skepticism about philosophy of 
science as he knew it was well- founded, as was Mink’s belief that there 
was still more to say. But White paid no real heed to how post- Kuhnian 
philosophy of science developed, and Mink died before the postpositivist 
revolution in philosophy took real shape.

This book has argued for the legitimacy of narrative (retrospective) 
historical explanation as a form of scientific knowledge. It has examined 
as well as the epistemic and metaphysical factors that account for how 
it is alike and different from other forms of scientific knowledge. It has 
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explored the factors that make historical explanations open to rational 
evaluation. More generally, the book has also worked to establish the 
importance and philosophical relevance of historical explanation. One 
reason for this stands out. The link between past and present is dynamic, 
not static. As a consequence, in order to understand to what extent we 
author our fate, we need to examine how we write our histories.
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Notes

Preface

1. Hayden once joked to me that narrative theory could tell one everything 
about a narrative except what made it good.

2. Since I suppose I will be expected to say something somewhere about 
“relativism,” let me say it here. At a first pass, my response to the charge of relativ-
ism echoes Richard Rorty’s (1980, 727): “Except for the occasional cooperative 
freshman, one cannot find anybody who says that two incompatible opinions on 
an important topic are equally good. The philosophers who get called ‘relativ-
ists’ are those who say that the grounds for choosing between such opinions are 
less algorithmic than had been thought.” If someone actually establishes that my 
position has that implication attributed to the “occasional cooperative freshman,” 
that would certainly be good reason to rethink it. But if, as Rorty also observes, 
relativism just means failing to provide an algorithm as to how beliefs map to 
an imagined Reality, a world supposedly seen sub specie aeternitatis, then I am 
guilty as charged. But I deny committing some sin against philosophy. Follow-
ing views developed in Roth (1999a, 2003, 2006, 2016a), my heresy abjures at 
least one particular article of certain philosophical faiths, viz., that an account of 
empirical knowledge must entail that legitimate knowledge claims have immunity 
from error. On my view, relativism so construed is not a fall from epistemic grace 
requiring philosophical redemption. The yearning for a guarantee that Truth is 
One is, rather, a symptom of a particular philosophical disease. For a proposed 
cure, see chapter 7.

Chapter 1

An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Reviving Philosophy of His-
tory,” in Towards a Revival of Analytical Philosophy of History, edited by Krzysztof 
Brzechczyn (Boston: Brill, 2018), 9– 27.

1. This adumbrated story further simplifies the picture by excluding Pop-
per’s (1957) influential intervention, The Poverty of Historicism. But Popper cer-
tainly never promoted history as a science.

2. Richard Vann, who served as executive editor of History and Theory for 
many years, uses as the epigraph for “Turning Linguistic” (Vann 1995) the fol-
lowing statement by noted literary critic Frank Kermode: “It seems . . . that phi-
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losophy of history is the business of those who teach novels.” Vann then observes, 
“Kermode’s view would have been considered bizarre indeed in 1950 [the heyday 
of positivist debate]. In 1968 it was still avant- garde; by 1975 the problems that 
such a comment raises had moved to the forefront of debate in the philosophy 
of history in the English- speaking world. I shall try to show how, and in what in-
stitutional settings, this happened” (40).

3. Note a concurrent observation by Vann (1987, 2) regarding Mink, a 
philosopher tied to History and Theory from its inception: “As he [Mink] wrote 
in 1974, ‘It could be said without exaggeration that until almost 1965 the critical 
philosophy of history was the controversy over the covering law model.’”

4. The context suggests it to be Danto’s own coinage. Close anticipations 
of Danto’s term can be found in Gallie (1968, 113– 24, but esp. 124) and Popper 
(1957, 143– 44). One might well read Collingwood as suggesting this as well. I 
thank Hayden White for these references.

5. My remarks should not be taken to slight the importance of Hayden 
White’s work to the development and discussion of the philosophical issues that 
attached to historical explanation. I have elsewhere elaborated on the signifi-
cance of White’s work in this regard. However, since one moral of my chapter 
will be that, qua philosophers, one should attend less to issues of narrative form, 
White does not figure in my discussion here.

6. For criticisms of Carroll’s views that press points not discussed here, see 
Stueber (2015).

7. The example is “Aristarchus hypothesized the heliocentric theory 
thereby anticipating Copernicus’ discovery by many centuries” (Carroll 2001, 
125). Carroll uses this example because Danto (1965, 156) employs it to illustrate 
his (Danto’s) notions of a “narrative sentence.” Since I am insisting on a need 
to return to issues in a form first raised by Danto and then Mink, this lack of rec-
ognition on Velleman’s part proves critical. See Carroll (2007) for his response 
to Velleman.

8. Turner (2018) provides a discussion of how the notion of narrative com-
pares to Weber’s notion of adequacy at the level of meaning.

9. For an important exception, see particularly Stueber (2015). Stueber’s 
intuition, in line with the view that I develop below, stresses the contextual aspect 
of narratives qua explanations. Yet Stueber complains in that essay that neither 
Mink nor I “sufficiently distinguish between the explanatory power of theories 
and narratives” (394n1). My account later in this book of essentially narrative 
explanation means to rebut that charge.

10. Hacking (1995b, ch. 17) in effect rediscovers these points of Danto’s 
and Mink’s and exploits them in his work. For a discussion of Hacking in this 
connection, see Roth (2002) and chapter 5, n1.

11. Mink articulates in a paper presented in 1972 what would now be 
termed a Foucauldian point. However, I have no reason to think that the view to 
which Mink gives voice here is anything other than his own: “To adapt the title of 
Peter Laslett’s book, one can now think of history as the discovery of the world 
we have lost rather than as the rediscovery of the world which survives in our 
culture. . . . And that change just may be, as I have suggested, the recognition of 
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the past as more discontinuous with the present than we have thought, and the 
perception of the past as the Last Frontier, whose exploration can disclose a range 
of human possibilities more complex and more different from our own concep-
tions than has ever been thought before” (Mink 1987, 101– 4).

12. Stueber too takes it that both Mink and I somehow create a contrast 
between the narrative and the causal. For example, he charges us both with 
“insufficiently articulating how it is that the various events are causally weaved 
together” (Stueber 2015, 408). But if “insufficiently” here means that lack of 
provision of necessary and sufficient conditions for an explication of causality, 
then I am uncertain that any theory meets the bar. If he insists that one cannot 
understand what “cause” means absent the use of a generalization, then he ren-
ders quite mysterious why he takes historicists to have offered any example worth 
following, although apparently he does (395). But, more to the theoretical point, 
he gives no reason whatsoever for believing that histories as written do any more 
than mystery- monger, which they must if one gives credibility to his account of 
what causal explanation requires.

13. In Roth (1998) I argue that the way in which history comes to be under-
stood can significantly impact how people imagine their options going forward. 
In this sense at least, writing or rewriting history can causally influence us.

14. Consider the following remark by Tom Ricketts (2004, 182), whose work 
I much admire: “On the story I tell, the central strand of the analytic tradition 
in philosophy decisively shaped by our three figures [Frege, Carnap, and Quine] 
has, I think it is fair to say, no salient continuation among those who name them-
selves the heirs of that tradition.”

Chapter 2

An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Narrative Explanation: The 
Case of History,” History & Theory 27 (1988):1– 13.

1. The roots of this debate extend back to at least the late nineteenth cen-
tury and center on questions of how contextual information provided by narra-
tives answer demands for causal connections.

2. See discussion of these issues in Kuukkanen (2015) and my review (Roth 
2016a).

3. Nagel (1961, 547– 48) traces this terminology to Windelband..

Chapter 3

Portions of this chapter were published in earlier versions in “Ways of Pastmak-
ing,” History of the Human Sciences 15 (2002):125– 43; and “The Pasts,” History and 
Theory 51 (2012): 313– 39.

1. “Induction requires taking some classes to the exclusion of others as 
relevant kinds.

. . . The uniformity of nature we marvel at or the unreliability we protest 
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belongs to a world of our own making” (Goodman 1978, 10). See also Goodman 
(1979, 96– 97).

2. “A broad mind is no substitute for hard work” (Goodman 1979, 21).
3. Hacking offers a general account of “styles of reasoning” in Galison and 

Stump’s (1996) The Disunity of Science. He explores some specific attributes of 
different styles in a number of essays, including Hacking (1992a, 1992b, 1993).

4. Chapter 5 in Hacking (1999) is a lightly revised version of his essay 
“World- Making by Kind- Making: Child Abuse for Example” (1992c). The number 
in brackets provides the citation for the earlier version.

5. “I . . . suggest that there is a case (of sorts) for saying that the very objects 
of physical science are not merely recategorized and rearranged, as Kuhn says, 
but brought into being by human ingenuity. My ‘experimental realism’ no more 
invites nominalism than Brecht’s materialism. I think that the physical phenom-
ena that are created by human beings are rather resilient to theoretical change” 
(Hacking 1985, 118). And again, “Like Kuhn’s revolutionary nominalism, Fou-
cault’s dynamic nominalism is an historicized nominalism. But there is something 
fundamentally different. History plays an essential role in the constitution of the 
objects, where the objects are the people and ways in which they behave. Despite 
my radical doctrine about the experimental creation of phenomena, I hold the 
common- sense view that the photo- electric effect is timeless at least to this ex-
tent: if one does do certain things, certain phenomena will appear. They never 
did appear until our century. We made them. But what happens is constrained 
by ‘the world.’ The categories created by what Foucault calls anatomopolitics and 
biopolitics, and the ‘intermediary cluster of relations’ between the two politics, 
are constituted in an essentially historical setting. Yet it is these very categories in 
terms of which the human sciences venture to describe us. Moreover, they bring 
into being new categories which, in part, bring into being new kinds of people. 
We remake the world, but we make up people” (124).

6. See especially Hacking (1999, 103– 6). For a fuller development of Hack-
ing on this point, see Murphy (2001).

7. “Of course part of the difference between tame beasts and people is that 
the latter understand how they are described, and act or rethink themselves ac-
cordingly. The possibilities open to them— their possible futures— change. That 
is a dramatic making literal of Goodman’s talk about world- making” (Hacking 
1992c, 190– 91). Hacking (1995a) more fully discusses these issues in “The Loop-
ing Effects of Human Kinds.”

8. For Hacking (1986b, 233), this point is perfectly general: “Thus the idea 
of making up people is enriched; it applies not to the unfortunate elect but to all 
of us. It is not just the making up of people of a kind that did not exist before; not 
only are the split and the waiter made up, but each of us is made up. We are not 
only what we are but what we might have been, and the possibilities for what we 
might have been are transformed.” The generality extends, as this quote makes 
plain, backward in time.

9. Hacking (1995b, 294n3) writes with regard to precisely this Wittgen-
steinian point linking a way of speaking about ourselves to the presence of a 
determinate and shared mental something, “I shall write like an Anscombian 
hard- liner.” For related reflections, see Hacking (1982).
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10. “Philosophical analysis is the analysis of concepts. Concepts are words 
in their sites. Sites include sentences, uttered or transcribed, always in a larger 
site of neighborhood, institution, authority, language. If one took seriously the 
project of philosophical analysis, one would require a history of the words in 
their sites, in order to comprehend what the concept was. . . . To invoke the his-
tory of a concept is not to uncover its elements but to investigate the principles 
that cause it to be useful— or problematic” (Hacking 1995c, 313). The allusion 
here to Foucault provides an important key, for Hacking (rightly, in my view) 
finds a suggestive link between Anscombe’s Wittgensteinian doctrine and Fou-
cault’s move from talk of concepts to talk of how certain ways of words become 
entrenched in a community. He explicitly draws this link as follows: “I subscribe 
to G. E. M. Anscombe’s view in Intention, that by and large intentional action is 
action under a description. So there have to be descriptions. If we can show that 
descriptions change, some dropping in, some dropping out, then there simply is 
a change in what we can (as a matter of logic) do or not do. One can reread many 
of Foucault’s books as in part stories about the connection between certain kinds 
of description coming into being or going out of existence, and certain kinds of 
people coming into being or going out of existence” (Hacking 1985, 122).

11. I should note here that Hacking himself regularly cautions his readers 
that his own analytic scheme for approaching these matters is itself provisional. 
It is less a theory than an invitation to pay attention to the historical details of the 
concepts that interest us. “But just because it [his account of ‘dynamic nominal-
ism’] invites us to examine the intricacies of real life, it has little chance of being 
a general philosophical theory. Although we may find it useful to arrange influ-
ences according to Foucault’s poles and my vectors, such metaphors are mere sug-
gestions of what to look for next” (Hacking 1986b, 236). Hacking in this regard 
as well proves very Wittgensteinian, i.e., more intent upon assembling reminders 
for particular purposes than offering a detailed theory of this or that.

12. This identifies contexts that effectively blur the usual ways of trying to 
distinguish between the notion of explanation and understanding. I elaborate 
this in the next chapter.

13. It is with regard to the kinds of things— the entities— of which human 
narrative history is made that I part company with Adrian Haddock’s (2002) sym-
pathetic reconstruction of Hacking’s argument for the indeterminacy of the past. 
On my view, Haddock does not appreciate how radical Hacking’s view is regard-
ing kinds, and so wishes to “save” what he takes to be Hacking’s argument by an 
account of changes operating “only at the level of the predicates that apply to 
entities and not at the level of the properties of the entities themselves” (19). 
Regarding actions, no such distinction can be drawn. As I noted earlier, Hacking 
in effect “rediscovers” Danto’s narrative sentences.

14. Hacking struggles throughout with very deep and interesting issues he 
terms “memoro- politics.” His fascinating Foucauldian speculations on how the 
soul becomes an object of science, how in this regard memories become objects 
of possible knowledge used to define the self, is an account which I find suggestive 
and fascinating. I regret that this is not the place to follow out Hacking’s concerns 
on this point. Particularly noteworthy in this regard is his observation on how 
memoro- politics alters one’s understanding of the injunction to “know thyself” 
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(see Hacking 1995b, 260). At its core, a scientized account of self- knowledge is 
being foisted on us, one that Hacking worries will, if not shut off deeper springs 
of a self, at least yoke whatever autonomy we possess to a false yet constraining set 
of ways for expressing and understanding who we are. He worries “that the end 
product is a thoroughly crafted person, but not a person who serves the ends for 
which we are persons” (266). Although he does not cite John Stuart Mill, I find 
the concerns here resonate with those of Mill in On Liberty, linked, that is, to the 
worry of respecting an adult’s fundamental right to make her own choices. As 
Hacking himself stresses, these psychological concepts come morally freighted.

A related issue much worth an examination is how the accepting of certain 
taxonomic classifications also allows for the creation of a corresponding exper-
tise. Hacking (1992c, 193) fears that the creation of a psychological disease cate-
gory, its status as an object of knowledge, and experts in that kind of knowledge 
and its treatment comprise an underappreciated problem: “Child abuse was first 
presented and is still intended to be a ‘scientific’ concept. There are demarca-
tion disputes for sure. . . . Whatever the standpoint, there are plenty of experts 
firmly convinced that there are important truths about child abuse. Research and 
experiment should reveal them. We hope that cause and effect are relevant, that 
we can find predictors of future abuse, that we can explain it, that we can prevent 
it, that we can determine its consequences and counteract them. Yet there hov-
ers in the background a criticism that is hard to formulate. Maybe we fail to help 
children because all our endeavours assume that we are dealing with a scientific 
kind? This worry has been expressed in terms of the ‘medicalization’ of child 
abuse, but thus far it complains only about the type of expert, not about the very 
possibility of expertise.” One danger is that we miss what we aim to prevent— the 
physical abuse of children— by constituting a pseudo- kind: child abusers. It may 
be the case, inter alia, that those who abuse make up no serviceable sort of kind.

15. I take Hacking’s “historicogenetic” style to be of a piece with what he 
elsewhere refers to as his “local” historicism.

“Moral” inquiries not far removed from what I have in mind have been under-
taken in all sorts of piecemeal and goal- directed ways. No one commonly rec-
ognizes them as either philosophy or history. . . . It is interested in, among 
other things, how the invention of a classification for people, and its applica-
tion, does several things. It affects how we think of, treat, and try to control 
people so classified. It affects how they see themselves. It has strongly to do 
with evaluation, with the creating of values, and, in some cases considered 
(homosexuality, juvenile delinquency), with manufacturing a social problem 
about the kind of person, who must then be subjected to reform, isolation, or 
discipline. . . . Often, I believe, public or social problems are closely linked 
with what are called problems of philosophy. Gusfield and Garfinkel provided 
quasi- historical studies of kinds of behavior— not natural kinds but social 
kinds and I would say moral kinds. For a mature adult to drive under the 
in fluence of drink is immoral. . . . Everyone here knows that, but not, perhaps, 
how it became immoral. That leads to a question both historicist and philo-
sophical: How do the conditions of formation of this conception determine 
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its logical relations and moral connotations? We here arrive at philosophical 
analysis, conducted in terms of the origins of the concept. (Hacking 
1995c, 312)

And again:

My contrast with the social sciences is as follows. In natural science our inven-
tion of categories does not “really” change the way the world works. Even 
though we create new phenomena which did not exist before our scientific 
endeavours, we do so only with a licence from the world (or so we think). But 
in social phenomena we may generate kinds of people and kinds of action as 
we devise new classifications and categories. My claim is that we “make up 
people” in a stronger sense than we “make up” the world. The difference is, 
as I say, connected with the ancient question of nominalism. It is also con-
nected with history, because the objects of the social sciences— people and 
groups of people— are constituted by an historical process, while the objects 
of the natural sciences, particular experimental apparatus, are created in 
time, but, in some sense, they are not constituted historically. (Hacking 
1985, 115)

16. This account further blurs the lines in what Donald Spence (1982) re-
fers to as the distinction between “narrative truth” and “historical truth.” I have 
argued that the distinction is not a tenable one. Spence agrees. See Roth (1991b) 
and Spence’s (1991) reply. As noted above, Hacking worries most about memoro- 
politics as a source of a particularly poisonous, anti- Millian “false consciousness.” 
But, as he recognizes in other moods, the ability to reclassify and reconfigure the 
past may also be a source of help and solace. In this regard, the psychoanalytic 
theory of Roy Schafer makes a virtue out of the necessity of our narrativized crea-
tion of a past. See Roth (1998).

17. “We might have been content with the thought of replacing our ‘forms 
of hegemony’ by others so long as we had the Romantic illusion of true human-
kind, a true me, or even a true madness. But whatever Foucault means by detach-
ing truth from forms of hegemony, he does not want the comfort of the Romantic 
illusions. . . . Foucault said that the concept Man is a fraud, not that you and I are 
as nothing. Likewise the concept Hope is all wrong. The hopes attributed to Marx 
or Rousseau are perhaps part of that very concept Man, and they are a sorry basis 
for optimism. Optimism, pessimism, nihilism, and the like are all concepts that 
make sense only within the idea of a transcendental or enduring subject. Foucault 
is not in the least incoherent about all this. If we’re not satisfied, it should not be 
because he is pessimistic. It is because he has given no surrogate for whatever it 
is that springs eternal in the human breast” (Hacking 1986a, 39– 40).

18. Wright (1993, 7) takes as an implication of the realist view the claim 
that the objectivity of truth and the objectivity of judgment about history can-
not come apart. As cases where the two do come apart Wright suggests Hume on 
causation and, more generally, inferences from facts to states of affairs that have 
a clear normative component, as in moral and aesthetic judgments. Hence, one 
fundamental philosophical question that lurks here concerns where or whether 
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a line gets drawn between the factual/descriptive and the normative, that is, what 
makes for the supposed difference in types of judgments about the past.

19. I characterize this view of historical realism as the “woolly mammoth” 
view of the past. This stems from an article that I once read concerning how ex-
plorers in some Arctic region found an entire woolly mammoth frozen, embed-
ded in the ice. Realists view past events on analogy with such a discovery. As past, 
events stand forever locked into some fixed configuration, awaiting a historian to 
come along and chip away the excrescences of time so that “the past” can stand 
revealed in all of its original glory.

Danto (1962, 151/148) too uses such imagery to attack the conception 
of the past as static: “But anyway, ‘there,’ in the Past, are situated all the events 
which ever have happened, like frozen tableaux” (see generally 146– 51/143– 48. 
161/159; example at 155/152). Danto (1962) appears, with very slight stylistic 
changes only as chapter 8 of his Analytical Philosophy of History (1965). That book 
in turn has been reprinted as part of Danto (1985). The reprint preserves the 
pagination of the original book. Page references are to the original article, fol-
lowed by the corresponding book page(s). Analogously, see White (2010, 136) 
and Vann (1987, esp. 12– 13).

20. Michael Williams terms the epistemological position that I find shared 
by realism and antirealism alike “epistemological realism.” A characteristic of 
epistemological realism involves a view of a type of natural ordering of justifica-
tion between basic and nonbasic beliefs. Williams rejects epistemological realism 
and its associated metaphysics; he has advanced his views in a number of books 
and papers. For a representative statement of the position, see Williams (2001, 
170– 72).

21. “The past as it actually was is not open to our observation, and there is 
no reason to think that any remains we now have of it constitute in themselves 
what might be termed unvarnished transcripts of past reality. Historical conclu-
sions must accord with the evidence; but evidence, too, is not something that is 
fixed, finished, and uncontroversial in its meaning and implications. Evidence 
has to be authenticated, and again evidence has to be assessed” (Walsh 1977, 54). 
Likewise, Danto (1962, 167/167) remarks, “Not to have a criterion for picking 
out some happenings as relevant and others as irrelevant is simply not to be in a 
position to write history at all.”

22. Indeed, an alternative to an ahistorical notion of observation can in 
fact be gleaned from Dummett’s writings. For Dummett (1978, 147) notes that 
nominalism, while usually contrasted with realism, does not entail the specific 
form of antirealism he considers: a “nominalist does not seem to be commit-
ted to being an anti- realist in this sense.” The context of Dummett’s discussion 
here proves important. He notes that nominalism normally would be understood 
as the philosophical antithesis of realism. But although antithetical to realism 
as usually understood, nominalism does not equate to antirealism as Dummett 
discusses it. Dummett has a clear antipathy for Goodman’s form of nominalism 
discussed below, but the reasons for that need not detain us.

23. Richard Rorty once remarked to me in conversation that he saw no dif-
ference between past and present on this point. I agree, but the arguments in this 
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chapter concern just those about the reality of the past. Although Danto’s text 
might sometimes seem to suggest otherwise, he intends no antirealist or irrealist 
conclusions. See references provided to correspondence with Danto in Weber-
man (1997, 759n21; see also 751n6).

24. Danto himself was, I believe, committed to a type of realism about his-
torical knowledge. Be that as it may, his account of narrative sentences does not 
depend on any such metaphysical assumption.

25. For a defense of a similar position, see Mead (2002, esp. 35– 59) Danto 
(1985, 340– 43) also hints at this.

Two other accounts bearing apparent similarities to the one I defend are 
Weberman (1997) and Bunzl (1996). But both tie their accounts to problem-
atic aspects of particular theories of action. Weberman invokes the notion of a 
“skeletal event,” a sort of minimalist notion of an event that can be descriptively 
“thickened” over time. Yet, he concedes, “to make this distinction precise would 
require criteria stipulating just what counts as physicalistic and just how thin a 
description must be to qualify an event as part of the skeletal past. It is doubtful 
that such criteria can be found. . . . We might think of the skeletal past as a sort 
of artificial or unrealizable limit” (Weberman 1997, 754). Bunzl (1996, 192) at-
tempts to underwrite his account by distinguishing between “events” and “facts”: 
“One of the aims of this paper has been to make sense of Danto’s claim that the 
past changes while staying true to the intuition that (in some sense) the past is 
unchanging. The paradox is solved by distinguishing between events and facts.” I 
find the distinction as Bunzl draws it highly problematic: “Let a historical fact be 
statable by a proposition that is true only at a particular location or set of locations 
in spacetime. . . . The need for the notion of an event drops out of consideration, 
and we can still have historical subjects (the Second World War), now understood 
as sets of facts which hold at different times and places” (192). In any case Bunzl’s 
notion of a “fact” presumes a realist semantics I reject.

26. Goldstein’s work has received little critical attention. For an apprecia-
tive exception, see O’Sullivan (2006). An obstacle to engaging with Goldstein’s 
work arises from his allegiance to philosophically problematic doctrines. These 
obscure the general interest of some of his arguments. For example, he invokes 
a distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and other forms of knowledge 
acquisition in order to distinguish historical knowledge from other forms. Yet 
once relieved of such quasi- Russellian views of knowledge (perceptual or scien-
tific), Goldstein’s account of the constitution of the historical past emerges in a 
very different and philosophically more illuminating light.

27. For if the past were not fixed, realism would collapse into the position 
Dummett identifies as a limited antirealism about the past. Sentences would be 
true or false relative to a possible model of the past, and not true or false ab-
solutely, as realism presumably requires (see Dummett 1978, 367). In a set of 
articles published subsequent to his book, Goldstein directly confronts a version 
of the sort of realism he disavows. For P. H. Nowell- Smith (1977, 7) maintains 
that a plausible realism “is committed only to the thesis that if a historian states 
truly that such and such happened, it happened whether or not anyone later 
found out that it happened or proved by constructionist methods that it must 
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have happened. . . . The less extreme realist thesis is not limited to events of the 
observable kind. If Schneider really showed that the urban oligarchy of Metz was 
transformed into a landowning aristocracy in the period from 1219 to 1324, then 
this transformation is something that actually happened, a slice of the real past, 
even though it was not, when it occurred, something which anyone could have 
‘observed’ or with which anyone could have been ‘acquainted.’ . . . The less ex-
treme realist holds that the historian constructs an account of the real past— the 
only past there was— and that the real past plays the important role of being that 
to which historical statements, when true, refer.” This “less extreme” realist view 
coincides with Nowell- Smith’s own. See replies to Nowell- Smith by Walsh (1977) 
and by Goldstein (1977).

28. “But the comparison between untold stories and unknown knowledge 
seems to me misleading. . . . A better parallel would be between untold stories and 
unstated facts or undiscovered explanations. . . . It might be preferable, therefore, 
although in most contexts it would be an unnecessarily technical way of putting 
it, to speak of there being unknown narrativizable configurations— ‘tellables’— 
already there for the discovering. That, at any rate, is all that need be meant, and 
all that would generally be meant, by the claim that there are untold stories in the 
past” (Dray 1989, 162). For other examples and informed discussions of realism 
and antirealism in the philosophy of history, see, in particular, Norman (1998) 
and Lorenz (1998). See also Roth (2000).

29. “But there is no gain- saying the fact that we have no access to the his-
torical past except through its constitution in historical research. Realists may 
seem to have some arguments against the claim that the objects of the exter-
nal world are constituted by consciousness; it is by no means unintelligible that 
there are objects independent of consciousness which provide the touchstones 
to which our conceptions of things must conform. But no past of history exists in 
that realistic sense” (Goldstein 1976, xxi; see also Goldstein 1996, 161). For rea-
sons that will be obvious as the discussion proceeds, Goldstein’s doctrine should 
not be identified with views that receive the label “social constructionist” or “con-
structivist.” I argue below that what holds for history so conceived holds, a fortiori, 
for ordinary understanding of the past (or the present).

30. The relevant sense of “best” here concerns whatever the desiderata hap-
pen to be for a scientific explanation. In retrospect, early (and neglected) works 
by Murphey (1973) as well as those by Goldstein mark attempts to view philosophy 
of history through the lens of an emerging holistic (but still analytical) philosophy 
of science. Murphey’s book develops a view of history as a type of theory about 
the past in which people and events have the status of posits used for purposes of 
organizing experience. But Goldstein’s work in particular stands out as advocating 
the position that historians constitute out of whole cloth the events of historical 
interest. However, these contributions were largely overlooked. Analytical philos-
ophy of science, identified as it then was with Hempel, simply comes to be written 
off as irrelevant to historical practice. In addition, the near simultaneous publica-
tion of Hayden White’s (1973) theoretical masterwork and the emergence of the 
Foucauldian paradigm for (re)doing history effectively swamped any influence 
that analytical philosophy of science might have hoped to exercise. For an ele-
giac assessment of the fate of analytical philosophy of history, see Danto (1995).



159

N O T E S  T O  P A G E S  5 3 – 5 4

The view of historical constitution, in Goldstein’s sense, as abductive in-
ference finds confirmation in many remarks by Goldstein. See, in particular, 
Goldstein (1996, 216, 221, 225, 334– 35). Goldstein distinguishes between expla-
nations of evidence (explaining- what) and explanations of events (explaining- 
why). I return to the topic of abductive inference— inference to the best expla-
nation— in the conclusion.

31. As Danto (1985, xii) puts this point, “Narrative structures penetrate 
our consciousness of events in ways parallel to those in which, in Hanson’s view, 
theories penetrate observations in science.” The key point here bears primarily 
on what might be termed the theoretical structure of the past and the model that 
results. The point emphasized above involves the past as a theoretical construc-
tion. The theory accounts, among other things, for who we take ourselves to be 
and why. Any discussion of the reality of the past constituting human history must 
then appreciate that the narrative determines the significance to assign observa-
tions as well as (often enough) what was in fact observed (under what descrip-
tion to characterize an action). See also Danto (1965, 122). The general point 
to keep in mind involves the fact that scientific reasoning begins as parasitic on 
“common sense,” that is, whatever passes as received knowledge for a time and 
place. Science certainly refines such views and may in time transcend and trans-
form “common sense.” But reasoning begins from within some set of received 
views— Quine’s “web of belief.” See chapter 7 for a defense of methodological 
naturalism.

32. Goldstein throughout his writings presumes that historical knowledge 
cannot claim the perceptual base that scientific knowledge can. But his par-
ticular inference from a lack of knowledge by acquaintance of historical events 
to the lack of relevance of perceptual knowledge (since he takes the two notions 
to be equivalent) simply does not hold. “What we come to believe about the 
human past can never be confirmed by observation— can never be known by 
acquaintance— and so can never be put to the test of observation, the method of 
confirmation which is virtually the only one explicitly recognized by science and 
philosophy” (Goldstein 1976, xii).

33. “The historical way of knowing in no way involves seeing or any other 
of the senses. . . . He does not have sensory experiences of the events he attempts 
to construct. The very point of history is to provide knowledge of past events that 
cannot be had in the sensory way” (Goldstein 1976, 11).

34. “I have tried to emphasize that while historical knowledge is relative to 
the discipline of history, in the same way that any sort of knowledge is relative to 
the disciplined way in which it is produced, it is not relative to the subjectivity of 
historians” (Goldstein 1996, 161).

35. “According to the realist view, one would expect that the evidence would 
be grouped together according to what it was evidence for. All evidence concern-
ing the essences, for example, would be placed in one intellectual pile. . . . To say 
that the evidence is to be grouped according to what it is evidence of is to make 
that which it is evidence of the criterion for the grouping. But in point of the 
actual practice of history, this is not the case at all. The criteria for the grouping 
are drawn entirely from those intellectual operations which are the practice of 
history itself” (Goldstein 1976, 132; see also 131).
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36. “Like any intellectual enterprise, history is carried on collectively and 
self- correctively. . . . [Historians may find] new ways of dealing with a further en-
riched body of evidence and, arriving at what one may expect will be increasingly 
agreed to, historical truth” (Goldstein 1976, 90). Dummett (1978, 367) privileges 
statement meaning over that of meaning- relative- to- a- model, and so does not 
take limited antirealism as a serious candidate for a theory of understanding.

37. “In effect, so far as the future is open, the past is so as well; and insofar 
as we cannot tell what events will someday be seen as connected with the past, 
the past is always going to be differently described” (Danto 1985, 340; see also 
196). This echoes remarks already found in “Narrative Sentences,” for example, 
“The Past doesn’t change, perhaps, but our manner of organizing it does” (Danto 
1962, 167/166– 67). See also the final paragraph of that piece.

38. “Their [sentences] being true is not a further bit of description, in 
virtue of which the reality described has a special property in addition to those it 
is described as having. And so, when something satisfies the truth- conditions of 
a sentence, there is not some further thing it needs to do to make the sentence 
true: being true is not a further truth- condition of the true sentence” (Danto 
1985, 318). More generally, Danto fails to notice how uneasily his own account of 
narrative sentences fits with this “investigation- free” notion of truth. For a more 
extended critique of Danto’s notion of evidence and truth along these lines, see 
discussion by Mink (1987, 139– 41).

39. Dummett (2004, 44– 46) takes an analysis of tensed statements to be 
the litmus test for determining whether an account can function successfully for 
purposes of a theory of understanding.

40. Again, Danto (1965, 163/162) anticipates this point: “In one sense, if 
we knew all of a man’s behaviour during a certain interval, we would know every-
thing he was doing. In another sense, however, we should have only the raw mate-
rials for knowing what he was doing. In the one sense, the I.C. tells us everything 
we want to know, in another sense it doesn’t. Not to have the use of project verbs 
is to lack the linguistic wherewithal for organizing the various statements of the 
I.C., but more importantly, for the I.C. to lack the use of project words is to render 
it incapable of describing what men are doing— and so disqualifies it from setting 
down whatever happens, as it happens, the way it happens.” I take Goldstein to 
be making essentially the same point. What happens to be perceptually available 
does not suffice to inform by “direct perception,” absent some classificatory work, 
what actions occur or items exist.

41. Hacking makes the intriguing observation that application need not 
require a long history of use. Indeed, scientific revolutions appear to be precisely 
cases where new habits rapidly trump and replace entrenched predicates. But a 
community of users does prove indispensable to the process of having a working 
scheme of things. “If Kuhn is right, a scientific revolution can introduce a pro-
jectible term with no entrenchment. Revolutions override entrenchment. Pro-
jectibility does not need a record of past usage. But it needs something precious 
close to that. It needs communal usage, which is brought about by a revolution” 
(Hacking 1993, 305).

42. Danto (1965, 167/166– 67) can be seen again to anticipate these points: 
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“Just which happenings there and then are to be counted part of the temporal 
structure denoted by ‘The French Revolution’ depends very much on our cri-
teria of relevance. Doubtless there are shared criteria so that no disagreement 
exists over certain events. But insofar as there is disagreement over criteria, the 
disputants will collect different events and chart the temporal structure differ-
ently, and obviously our criteria will be modified in the light of new sociological 
and psychological insights. The Past does not change, perhaps, but our manner 
of organizing it does. To return to our map making metaphor: there is a sense 
in which the territories (read: temporal structures) which historians endeavour 
to map do change. They change as our criteria change, and at best our criteria 
are apt to be flexible.”

A similar account of the indeterminacy of action can be found in the work 
of Roy Schafer (1978: 21): “Logically, the idea of multiple and new definitions 
of individual actions implies multiple and changeable life histories and multiple 
and changeable present subjective worlds for one and the same person. To enter-
tain this consequence is no more complex an intellectual job than it is to enter-
tain, as psychoanalysts customarily do, multiple and changeable determinants 
and multiple and changeable self-  and object representations.” Or again, “Put 
in historical perspective, there is far more to an action than could have entered 
into its creation at the moment of its execution. It is the same as the effect of a 
new and significant literary work or critical approach on all previous literature: 
inevitably, fresh possibilities of understanding and creation alter the literary past” 
(21). Schafer appreciates that from his conception it follows that each person 
can have multiple life histories. See, for example, Schafer (1978, 10, 19– 20). On 
Schafer’s debt to Goodman, see Schafer (1983, esp. 205, 206, 249, 276).

43. “For Goodman, the fact that the worldly extensions of our concepts are 
not entirely up to us is an effect of pragmatic constraints on worldmaking. World-
making is constrained by coherence, consistency, fit with intuitive judgement and 
intelligible purpose. Conceptual work aims at ‘rightness’ and the rightness of a 
version of things is not up to us” (Cox 2003, 42– 43). For a related argument in 
support of Goodman here, see Schwartz (1986).

44. “But let me confront the contextualist counterargument on its own 
ground by showing how it is possible for someone to have an idea even though 
he or she has no linguistic means to express it. I take this challenge to be equiva-
lent to showing just when it is justified to ascribe a concept to a person who lacks 
the linguistic means to express it. . . . In effect, one ‘has’ a concept when others 
are justified in ascribing it to one as a way of interpreting one’s inferences, and 
when one engages in such inference- making in a way that is licensed only by such 
a concept” (Prudovsky 1997, 29; see also 18).

45. Prudovsky (1997, 20, 27– 28) indulges in an unfortunate account of “rei-
fying ideas.” But this implausible move becomes unnecessary if one goes Good-
man’s way. What then determines the application of a concept requires only 
community practice.

46. I discuss this problem further in chapter 7, especially part III.
47. This points to the important parallel between the insistence of Gold-

stein and Mink that historians constitute the events they seek to study and what 
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Davidson refers to as “anomalous monism.” There exists no a priori reason to 
expect that the events and regularities that interest historians should map onto 
any categories that happen to be those employed by other scientific theories.

Chapter 4

An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Essentially Narrative Explana-
tions,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 62 (2017): 42– 50.

1. See, e.g., Velleman (2003) and the discussion of Velleman in chapter 1.
2. At least of the form that I defend in chapter 7.
3. In this regard, the attention that literary theorists devote to the anal-

ysis of narrative form typically focuses on those structural elements or rhetori-
cal features that can be deployed to variously emplot narratives. However, while 
modes of emplotment impact explanatory accounts, their specific characteristics 
do not provide an explication of or connection to a logic of explanation or other-
wise contribute to making explicit norms that might bear on logically evaluating 
claims to explain. These considerations indicate why those insights that literary 
theory offers regarding narratives invariably prove orthogonal to philosophical 
concerns about explanation. See Roth (1992).

4. This account, if correct, turns out to have interesting implications 
for understanding what science is, and thus provides an additional rationale 
for embracing narrative explanations (see chapter 6). Understanding Kuhn’s 
work as a narrative naturalizes narrative explanation through a form of mutual 
containment— since narrative helps constitute what counts as normal science, 
narrative cannot be separated from an understanding of what science is.

5. I trust it is clear from the context that my uses of “essential” and “ines-
sential” do not come metaphysically freighted. Rather, the terms mark off ex-
planations that cannot be stripped of their narrative form and still provide an 
explanation from those that can.

6. I assume for the sake of argument that Reagan’s acting career in part 
helps explain his later success in politics. All explanations of course will be de-
feasible.

7. For a thoughtful discussion of such cases, see Hawthorn (1991).
8. Words quoted from Braudel’s 1972 preface to the English edition (Brau-

del 1976).
9. Megill (1989, 645) argues in this piece that The Mediterranean and the 

Mediterranean World should be viewed as a narrative history:

It is simply tradition, when it is not uniformed prejudice, that insists on identi-
fying narrative history with actions and happenings, for characters and setting 
can also in principle serve as foci.
 Accordingly, the crucial question to ask, in deciding whether a given 
work is best seen as an instance of narrative history, is not, “Is this text orga-
nized in a chronologically sequential order?” It is rather, “How prominent in 
the text are the elements of narrative?” [action by an agent and happenings to 
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that agent plus character and setting]. . . . Succinctly put, The Mediterranean 
and the Mediterranean World is a work of narrative history that (except in Part 
Three) focuses not on events but on existents. Braudel turned the historical 
setting and the division and subdivisions of that setting into a vast collection 
of characters. These characters make up the single, all- embracing character 
that is “the Mediterranean and the Mediterranean world” itself.

10. I thank Professor Browning for generously providing me with a copy of 
his remarks. He reiterates the “founding father” characterization in Browning 
(2007b, 102). See also Browning (2008). For a detailed account of the impact of 
Hilberg’s work as well as the trials and tribulations surrounding its publication, 
see Bush (2010).

11. As is now well known, Hilberg was discouraged from this research topic 
and had great difficulty finding a publisher. Over fifty years on from the initial 
publication of his book, it can be too easily overlooked that despite the book’s ap-
pearance over a decade and a half after the official end of the Second World War, 
Hilberg created for all intents and purposes the Holocaust as a field of study. For 
example, when I ran a Google Ngram in late 2017 on the terms “Holocaust” and 
“Shoah,” it registered no occurrences of these terms until the mid- 1960s. It would 
be difficult to dispute Browning’s characterization of Hilberg as “the ‘founding 
father’ of Holocaust Studies in North American scholarship.”

12. For a detailed case study of the nonaggregativity of scholarship in this 
area, see Roth (2004). For a startling and important reframing of the debate, 
discussion of which would be beyond the scope of this chapter, see Snyder 
(2010). The literature on the Holocaust has become overwhelming, and in fact 
has spawned its own subgenre devoted just to historiographic issues relating to 
Holocaust studies. But precisely because this involves a timeframe that can still 
be viewed as relatively historically near and extremely well- documented and re-
searched, a history of the emergence of the event and interpretive disputes con-
nected to it prove to be philosophically of particular interest.

13. Although differing in some key respects from the analysis I develop, 
accounts that also emphasize the centrality of comparative evaluation of explana-
tion can be found in Raymond Martin (1989, esp. ch. 3) and Kuukkanen (2015, 
esp. ch. 9). As Martin (1989, 6) puts the point, “The alternative that I favor is 
to . . . look instead at actual historical interpretations, with an eye to uncover-
ing the evidential conventions in terms of which we construct them. To be real-
istic . . . this looking at historical interpretations must be done from a comparative 
perspective that takes seriously the limitations within which historians actually 
work; that is it must be done from the perspective of trying to determine how 
historians try to show that their favored interpretations are better than competing 
interpretations.” I have in a number of articles developed arguments for why the 
notion of truth does not prove relevant to narratives, and how assessing narra-
tives comparatively and as proto- theories or paradigms should proceed. See in 
particular Roth (1988, 2004). Currie (2014) deploys this strategy, explicitly using 
a comparative approach to assessing narrative explanations.

14. I owe an appreciation of a need to make explicit this connection, as 
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well as the two sentences preceding this one, to comments by Mary Morgan and 
Norton Wise.

15. I take this point to be confirmed by a recent account of this material: 
“Historically contingent traits require particular non- guaranteed antecedent 
states, which is to say a particular history, to evolve. Their origins are therefore 
complex, and require multiple mutational steps. Some of these steps may be 
neutral, not uniquely beneficial, or possibly even mildly detrimental. Because the 
required steps are not uniquely favored, cumulative selection cannot predictably 
and rapidly facilitate their accumulation. Instead, the accumulation of the neces-
sary mutations must be an accident of an organism’s history. As a consequence, 
historically contingent traits should typically display two characteristics. First, they 
will rarely evolve multiple times independently simply because the necessary his-
torical sequences are unlikely to recur. Second, because natural selection cannot 
construct them directly, contingent traits will tend to arise long after the ecologi-
cal opportunity or environmental challenge to which they provide adaptation 
appears” (Blount 2016, 5; see also remarks at 7). Or again: “Potentiation has so 
far proven to be very difficult to unravel even now that we know what mutations 
occurred during the population’s history. (This is akin to a historian knowing what 
events occurred, but not knowing their impact or relationships)” (8; emphasis mine). 
The parenthetical phrase clearly invokes the sort of retrospective knowledge that 
a narrative sentence expresses and only a narrative can explain. For related and 
supporting reflections, see also Sepkoski (2016, 4– 6). I thank Allan Megill for 
bringing these articles to my attention.

16. Beatty (2016, 5) emphasizes precisely this point in recent work: “But 
turning points, or eventful events (or kernels) are what make narratives worth 
telling. Indeed, turning points make narratives essential.” But of course what to count 
as a “kernel” in the relevant sense will be revealed only retrospectively.

17. Currie’s far- ranging discussion intersects with many of the points raised 
here, although his way of drawing some of the distinctions that I rehearse uti-
lizes his own terminology, e.g., his distinction between “simple” and “complex” 
narratives. Also as he notes, “The distinction I will draw between narratives is in 
terms of explanatory texts. Historical scientists apply different explanatory strate-
gies in their attempts to describe the causal processes they target. . . . I am refer-
ring to the explanations historical scientists furnish, rather than the explanatory 
events in the world” (Currie 2014, 1168). On Currie’s account, complex narra-
tives shoulder their “explanatory load” (1169) by “drawing together a plethora 
of diffuse, contingent explanans and telling a well- supported, coherent story 
about sauropod lineage. There is no single unifying regularity which can be ap-
pealed to” (1169). Or, again: “A complex narrative requires specific details unique 
to the case at hand and is not subsumed under a particular model” (1170; see 
also 1171). For reasons why complex explanations in paleobiology need not ag-
gregate, see his discussion of “explanatory monism” (1170– 73, 1180– 81).

18. Do I overstate this claim? No one denies that more and more infor-
mation about particular periods sometimes becomes available. The opening (to 
some extent) of archives in former Soviet states illustrates this for my own run-
ning example of the Holocaust. But does this lead to standardization in some 
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theoretically relevant sense? This is an empirical claim, and so far as I can deter-
mine the additional information does not lend support to any theoretically sub-
stantive notion of standardization. I continue to use the Holocaust as an example 
because of, on the one hand, the wealth of information and scholarly attention 
it attracts and, on the other hand, its simultaneous resistance to standardization. 
Hayden White famously uses histories of the French Revolution to illustrate this 
point in his own way. For the case of the American Civil War, see Towers (2011).

Chapter 5

An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Silence of the Norms: The 
Missing Historiography of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,” Studies in History 
and Philosophy of Science 44 (2013): 545– 52.

1. The University of Chicago Press now has a fiftieth- anniversary edition of 
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, featuring an introduction by Hacking, who 
himself has been justly celebrated for his historical studies. Yet Hacking nowhere 
mentions issues of historical explanation in his generally laudatory discussion of 
Kuhn’s work and influence and despite his explicit acknowledgment of SSR as a 
work of history (see, e.g., Hacking 2012, x). A hint of why Hacking (1985, 119) 
displays no interest in questions of specifically historical explanation emerges 
in the following remark: “Thus I claim that Kuhn leads us into a ‘revolutionary 
nominalism’ which makes nominalism less mysterious by describing the historical 
processes whereby new categories come in to being. But I assert that a seem-
ingly more radical step, literal belief in the creation of phenomena, shows why 
the objects of the sciences, although brought into being at moments of time, 
are not historically constituted. They are phenomena thereafter, regardless of 
what happens.” Hacking’s focus on styles of scientific reasoning and processes 
of categorization suggests (and here I speculate) that, at least with regard to the 
natural sciences, historical inquiry represents nothing more than a rough analog 
to a context of discovery. Styles of reasoning and processes of categorization of 
natural phenomena play the role for him analogous to a context of justification. 
On this view, there would then be nothing requiring anything that might be 
termed a “historical explanation,” or even anything (in Hacking’s terminology) 
characterizable as a “style” of historical reasoning, at least in the sense found in 
the natural sciences. Regarding the human sciences (however one draws that 
line), Hacking takes a different view. That is, with respect to categories for human 
kinds, a history of how these emerge and stabilize does constitute a key part of 
their explanation, unlike laboratory phenomena. Hacking’s (1985, 124) scattered 
remarks on Foucault hint strongly of this view: “I think that we shall lose ourselves 
in confusion and obscurity for some time yet, in the so- called social and human 
sciences, because in those domains the distinction between word and thing is 
constantly blurred. . . . Here Foucault’s ‘archaeology’ may yet prove useful . . . at 
least to grasp the interrelations of ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’ that literally consti-
tute us as human beings.”

2. Work by Alasdair MacIntyre constitutes the sole exception of which I am 
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aware. I discuss his view below. In a review of the fiftieth- anniversary edition that 
nicely emphasizes Kuhn’s naturalism, Bird (2012) offers in some respects a nice 
description of Kuhn’s philosophical targets and how SSR addresses them. How-
ever, Bird contents himself with observing that Kuhn’s approach to the topics was 
“multifaceted, involving history, psychology, philosophy, and sociology,” a combi-
nation that he acknowledges was “unusual” given the then prevailing norms for 
evaluating arguments in the empirical sciences. As Bird summarizes matters in 
this regard, “Kuhn’s arguments, especially as regards philosophical consequence, 
are often more implied than stated explicitly” (865). What Bird nowhere acknowl-
edges, despite his recognition of key portions of Kuhn’s argument as historical, 
concerns about how Kuhn succeeded in challenging and overthrowing other ex-
tant narratives of the history of science. For it is not as if SSR brought new facts 
to light; its novelty lies in its narrative structure regarding historical episodes al-
ready known and much studied. Bird’s article might lead an uninformed reader 
to imagine that no one prior to Kuhn had written a history of science.

3. I have in mind much work by Hacking (e.g., 1995b). But books by Lor-
raine Daston and Peter Galison also provide important examples.

4. Again, there is a dramatic contrast in the reception by theoretically 
minded historians between the ignoring of Kuhn and the appropriation of Fou-
cault et al. See Zammito (1993) and Toews (1987). Apart from philosophy, those 
who do receive extensive discussion for their historicizing turns, e.g., Hayden 
White and Foucault, offer some (in White’s case) or none (so far as I know with 
Foucault) acknowledgment of any influence by or credit to Kuhn. Foucault’s 
most influential works manifest little or no interest in natural science per se and 
never seem intent on bringing the sort of questions for which he is famous into 
the area of scientific change (though, of course, Hacking does precisely this on 
Foucault’s inspiration). This leads, in effect, to about three decades of discussion 
where those interested in historiography simply assume that nothing that goes on 
in analytical philosophy could possibly be relevant to their interests. And it is not 
until the publication of Hacking’s key works that any analytic philosopher takes 
seriously Foucauldian questions regarding the relationship between the histori-
cally available stock of ways of self- understanding and the implications of these 
for other knowledge- related activities. Hacking himself, to add the final turn of 
the screw, neither self- identifies as a philosopher of history nor, more ironically 
still, ever exercises the sort of methodological reflection on the methods of his-
tory that he lavishes on physics and statistics. To the best of my knowledge, the 
most judicious and comprehensive account of how the intellectual milieu devel-
ops in this regard remains Novick (1988). See also Vann (1998).

5. I shall follow D’Oro in using Hempel’s essay as exemplifying the logi-
cal positivist position. However, inasmuch as I read the essay somewhat differ-
ently than does she, readers might find it helpful to reference as well, e.g., Nagel 
(1961). Whatever some differences of detail, these works harmonize on the key 
point on which I insist, viz., the methodological unity of the sciences, and how the 
methodological unity entails the requirement of the use of covering laws. Neither 
Hempel nor Nagel ever claims that reasons cannot be causes.

6. A more Kuhn- centric answer to the disappearance question owes to 
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Pinto de Oliveira (2012, 115), who goes so far as to suggest that Kuhn offers a 
“new historiography of science.” On this account, philosophy of history as it was 
disappears because replaced by a new historiography crafted by Kuhn. This odd 
account rests on a reading of Kuhn’s texts that might readily be contested. I men-
tion it only to note that although it claims to analyze Kuhn as a historiographer, it 
does nothing of the sort. For it addresses none of the questions one might have 
regarding what makes for an adequate historical explanation no matter which 
general view of the history of science one reads into Kuhn.

7. Although its title suggests a strong relevance to the subject under dis-
cussion, I ignore here Kindi’s (2005) discussion. For one, she offers no textual 
evidence for the view she finds in Kuhn. In addition, as I go on to develop, 
Kuhn’s own remarks on historiography simply cannot be reconciled with Kindi’s 
“transcendental” reading and her attribution to Kuhn of certain corresponding 
“first principles.” Mladenovic (2007, 278– 82) offers a detailed and compelling 
debunking of Kindi.

8. See especially Quine (1969) and Friedman (1993, 2002).
9. Hoyningen- Huene (2012, 282) glosses “narrative relevance” as the pro-

cess of selecting “for material which must be taken into account if the resulting 
text is to be a proper narrative. Such material includes those facts by which a his-
torical report gains the narrative continuity that it needs . . . or facts which make 
plausible what would otherwise be implausible.” But he has nothing of theoretical 
moment to say about what makes for a “proper” or “plausible” narrative.

10. Lest it be thought that the considerations just rehearsed represent some 
passing phase of Kuhn’s thought that he later disowns, note that in a biting review 
essay he published in 1980, he approvingly cites his 1968 essay as expressive of 
his view on the relation between the history and the philosophy of science. See 
Kuhn (1980, 183n1).

11. Mink’s 1966 work only hint at views that he will later develop, most no-
tably in his 1978 piece, “Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument.” All reprinted 
in Mink (1987).

12. A related appreciation of the primacy narrative, though cast in a more 
critical tone for reasons not examined here, can be found in MacIntyre (1980).

13. Virtually alone among philosophers, MacIntyre has consistently raised 
issues of SSR as a type of philosophy of history and has pursued questions of the 
historiography needed to account for SSR as rationally persuasive. See especially 
MacIntyre (1980, 1985). I have elsewhere rehearsed my disagreements with Mac-
Intyre and my reasons for favoring Mink’s views to his.

Chapter 6

1. An extensive literature exists in the sociology of science that claims to an-
swer questions regarding the constitution of Kuhnian normal science. These so-
ciological claims often invoke a “voodoo epistemology” (Roth 1987) inasmuch as 
they conjure up unsubstantiated causal claims. They thus prove no more explana-
tory than the overly rationalistic philosophical accounts they seek to displace.
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2. The choice of Gillispie as a reviewer proves interesting inasmuch as Kuhn 
(1962/2012, 108n11) cites him by name as authoring a history of science shaped 
to fit the “Procrustean bed” of progressive development from which Kuhn looks 
to free this subject.

3. Some sense of how this specific dispute about what type of book SSR is 
has long shadowed it can be gleaned by reading, e.g., Burian (1977) and Laudan 
(1979). For how this debate carries into the twenty- first century, see Richardson 
(2002), Domski and Dickson (2010).

4. When a historian reads Kuhn, what receives emphasis concerns Kuhn’s 
focus on scientific communities. See Hollinger (1973, esp. 371– 75).

5. In a telling footnote, Danto (1962, 168n24) remarks, “It is only necessary 
to pick a history book at random to find examples of this manner of speaking.”

6. Kuhn voices a relentlessly negative and indeed scornful view of those who 
“reread” history so as to make scientists rational by later lights. See, e.g., Kuhn 
(1966, 1980).

7. Am I begging the question here in favor of Kuhn by seeming to grant 
without challenge his account of incommensurability? But incommensurability 
is not the point at issue in Kuhn’s debate with Hempel. For that debate does not 
concern the correctness or aptness of Kuhn’s “first- order” history, so to speak, but 
rather the legitimacy or implications of his methodology, viz. the use of a history 
of science to undermine or subvert a priori conceptions of what science is. Noth-
ing I say here contributes to (or is meant to contribute to) that first- order debate. 
I thank Michael Hicks and Thomas Uebel for emphasizing to me the importance 
of clarifying this aspect of my argument.

8. Some of the most interesting and important work post- Kuhn focuses 
precisely on this issue of community re- formation. For an important instance of 
this, see Galison (1987).

Chapter 7

Portions of this chapter were published in earlier versions in “Naturalism without 
Tears,” in Handbook of the Philosophy of Science, Volume 15: Philosophy of Anthropol-
ogy and Sociology, edited by Stephen Turner and M. Risjord (New York: Elsevier, 
2006), 683– 708; “The Disappearance of the Empirical,” Journal of the Philosophy of 
History 1 (2007): 271– 92; and “Epistemology of Science after Quine,” in Routledge 
Companion to the Philosophy of Science, edited by Martin Curd and S. Psillos (New 
York: Routledge, 2008), 3– 14.

1. Maffie (1990, 287ff.), in this regard, refers to a division between limited 
and unlimited naturalists; Kitcher (1992, 74ff., but esp. 75) indicates this divide 
by distinguishing between traditional and radical naturalists. In each case, the 
former category contains those who believe that one can both be a naturalist and 
retain a prior conception of what is necessary for epistemic responsibility, i.e., a 
nonnaturalistic specification of the norms of proper epistemic functioning. Both 
Maffie and Kitcher put Alvin Goldman in the former category for their respective 
pairs, and Quine in the latter. Rosenberg (1996) agrees in general with this diag-
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nosis, but goes on to suggest, correctly in my view, that Quine is the bête noire of 
other erstwhile naturalists because he (Quine) decouples naturalism from real-
ism, progressivity, and other philosophical theses.

2. For Quine (1981, 70– 71), methodological monism follows from his re-
jection of the analytic- synthetic distinction and his consequent acceptance of 
holism. The “monism” signals that he recognizes no principled distinction in 
kind (e.g., empirical vs. nonempirical; revisable vs. nonrevisable) among sen-
tences in a language. The monism is methodological inasmuch as the means of 
evaluating statements is scientific.

3. What counts as a “recognized science” proves to be historically contested 
and contingent. But that creates no special problem for naturalism as conceived 
and elaborated in this chapter. Since the various sciences critique and monitor 
their own normative commitments, one result has to be that the disciplines of 
which the term “science” may be properly predicated upon will alter as theo-
retical and related justificatory commitments do. As I argue below, one must view 
the suggestion that the sciences can only be descriptive and not prescriptive as dis-
ingenuous insofar as it presumes on some prior sorting of disciplines as sciences 
or not, and yet without justifying how such a sorting should proceed.

4. I will not trouble here to try to delineate exactly how to distinguish what 
separates naturalism and pragmatism. Ellen Suckiel pointed out to me that, with 
respect to science, pragmatists tend to be naturalists, and vice versa. However, 
the two might also diverge. Her apposite example involved religious belief. A 
pragmatist could well find a justification for religious belief; a naturalist would 
be less likely to do so, barring some at present unknown scientific advantage to, 
e.g., appeals to intelligent design. Quine (1995) suggests that a naturalist, but not 
necessarily a pragmatist, could take an interest in questions regarding the unity 
of science. A pragmatist would not have any clear reason to trouble about this 
question, but a naturalist could find reason to pursue questions of unity (meth-
odological or ontological) as questions within science. This suggests that one 
distinguishing feature would be that naturalists use scientific standards (however 
broadly the term “science” might be understood) as their most general frame-
work for determining the relevance of and the means for answering all questions, 
while pragmatists do not endorse scientific standards as holding final relevance.

5. I follow in this the sentiment expressed by Sellars (1963, 3): “It is there-
fore, the ‘eye on the whole’ which distinguishes the philosophical enterprise. 
Otherwise, there is little to distinguish the philosopher from the persistently reflec-
tive specialist; the philosopher of history from the persistently reflective historian. 
To the extent that a specialist is more concerned to reflect on how his work as a 
specialist joins up with other intellectual pursuits, than in asking and answering 
questions within his specialty, he is said, properly, to be philosophically- minded.”

6. Kitcher (1992) identifies antinaturalism with the animus of Frege and 
those who followed him toward any appeal to psychological or contingent scientific 
factors. Frege focuses on mathematics and structures presumed to be universal 
and shared and could envision no role for the empirical in this account. However, 
as challenges mounted to attempts to stipulate a principled divide between what 
requires appeals to experience for verification and beliefs that can be held true 
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come what may, Fregean reasons for precluding the relevance of naturalism ap-
peared less compelling. Friedman’s case for a return to antinaturalism reverts to 
Fregean themes, but at yet higher levels of mathematical abstraction; naturalism 
cannot be what philosophy should become, because pure mathematics not only 
“floats free” of the tribunal of experience but actually serves as a constitutive con-
dition for constituting any such tribunal. See, for example, Friedman (1997, esp. 
14). However, it does seem to be a consequence of Friedman’s position that all 
philosophy comes to are highly abstract principles, and the only ones that appear 
to fill that bill belong to extremely abstruse areas of mathematics.

7. In his presidential address to the American Philosophical Association 
over half a century ago, Nagel (1954– 55) articulates a general framework for 
conceiving of naturalism with which the present chapter chimes. He remarks 
that he uses the term “partly because of its historical associations, and partly be-
cause it is a reminder that the doctrines for which it is a name are neither new 
nor untried” (7). He goes on to add, as I also emphasize, “If naturalism is true, 
irreducible variety and logical contingency are fundamental traits of the world 
we actually inhabit” (10).

8. Solomon thinks this is the case for Quine as well, and here I disagree.
9. Alexander Paseau (2005, 377n1), although content to use the term “nat-

uralism” in his title, quickly alerts his readers that “in general, the term ‘natural-
ism’ is overworked in contemporary philosophy. Vague orientation aside, most 
philosophical naturalisms have little in common with one another.” See also van 
Fraassen (1995).

10. It can easily be overlooked or forgotten that this sweeping characteriza-
tion of what to count as the relevant unit of empirical significance was one Quine 
shared with orthodox positivists such as Carnap and Hempel: “In other words, 
the cognitive meaning of a statement in an empiricist language is reflected in 
the totality of its logical relationships to all other statements in that language and 
not to the observation sentences alone. In this sense, the statements of empirical 
science have a surplus meaning over and above what can be expressed in terms 
of relevant observation sentences” (Hempel 1950, 59).

11. I would emphasize here that I am not claiming that appeals to evidence 
can never falsify a theory or be probative. I am more concerned with those cases, 
as discussed throughout this book, where additional evidence does not help settle 
the issue.

12. Now Toews (1987, 902) does not, and this should startle us, identify 
the folks just named as philosophers: “Although thinkers like Gadamer, Derrida, 
Foucault, and Habermas are not scholars in specific disciplines, they might be 
described in terms of a peculiar combination of intellectual historian and cul-
tural critic.”

13. Kuhn, of course, was not the first to make this criticism. Neurath had 
already criticized Popper on this point, Thomas Uebel noted to me.

14. I owe the emphasis and much of the phrasing of the last two sentences 
to points made to me by Mark Bevir.

15. I offer one such detailed analysis in Roth (2004). Kuukkanen (2015) 
urges a similar conclusion.
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Conclusion

1. I particularly thank John Vandenbrink for pressing this point on me.
2. See Kuukkanen (2015, 2018) for a dissenting view.
3. This represents a hardening of the position that Kuukkanen (2015) 

takes in his book and for which I have expressed sympathies and reservations 
(Roth 2016a).

4. From my perspective, a more nuanced account of how issues such as 
truth and objectivity operate in my work can be found in the essays by Grigoriev 
and Zeleňák in Brzechczyn (2018).

5. See Lorenz (1998) for a related analysis of this debate. More generally, 
the overall philosophical position defended in this book has many points of con-
gruence with what Lorenz terms “internal realism.” I do not know whether or not 
Lorenz would endorse the more general line of argument developed in chapter 
3, especially inasmuch as “internal realism” is a philosophical position associated 
with Hilary Putnam, while this book takes a more Quinean line.

6. A particularly instructive and fascinating example here can be found in 
van Pelt (2002). Van Pelt was involved in the libel trial initiated by David Irving 
against Deborah Lipstadt. In brief, Irving denied that Auschwitz had functioned 
as an extermination camp. Van Pelt’s book records in agonizing detail the effort 
required to overcome what can best be described as Irving’s hyperpositivism. 
Van Pelt’s heroic investigation compellingly illustrates the fallacy in the thought 
that the “facts speak for themselves.” It also illustrates what I discuss below as the 
strategy of “inference to the best explanation.”

7. For a thoughtful and comprehensive evaluation of the notion of narra-
tive explanation from a related but slightly different perspective than offered 
here, see Uebel (2017).

8. I touched on this topic briefly in the discussion of Goldstein’s work in 
chapter 3, part II.

9. Although I do not develop the points here, the contrastive aspect of 
explanation discussed by Lipton (1993) and by Garfinkel (1981) points to ad-
ditional ways that what Garfinkel terms the “algebra of explanation” might be 
developed for essentially narrative explanations. Garfinkel considers a rather 
broader range of examples than does Lipton, and his remarks about explana-
tory relativity (e.g., 48) as well as what he terms the “pragmatics of explanation” 
(172– 77) provide further arguments regarding why interest- relativity cannot be 
factored out of explanations.
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