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Abstract. The second half of the twentieth century has been witness to a blooming 
RI�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�KLVWRULFDO�QDUUDWLYH��2QH�RI�WKH�PDLQ�DFKLHYHPHQWV�RI�
a narrativist philosophy of history (NPH) consists of having reinforced the worth 
of an autonomous historical knowledge vis à vis standard conceptions of science 
which made history appear as underdeveloped. Although NPH does not dismiss the 
importance of documentary evidence, it did not produce an integrative account of 
both dimensions (the work of writing and the work with evidence), being slave of 
a number of epistemological dualism. On one hand, NPH seems to remain in the 
representationalist paradigm in the case of evidence, while, on the other hand, it 
only admits pragmatic evaluation in the case of narrative discourse. In this paper, 
,�VXVWDLQ�WKDW�-RKQ�'HZH\¶V�DQG�*HRUJH�+��0HDG¶V�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�RXU�NQRZOHGJH�
of the past offer NPH good reasons to assess the role that literary theory can play 
in reconstructing historical controversies, without neglecting the importance of 
empirical research. For instance, Dewey holds that historical writing is a case of 
WKH�MXGJPHQWV�SURGXFHG�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�SUREOHPDWLF�UHVHDUFK�VLWXDWLRQV��%\�YLUWXH�
of this, the meaning of judgments referred to the past (that is, historical narrations) 
“have a future reference and function,” and thus understanding their meaning 
involves displaying the consequences that follow from such judgments. Mead, 
for his part, has argued that by appealing to the independent reality of the past as 
ground for our beliefs about it, rather than contributing to the rational resolution 
of our historical problems, we stray towards the search of something which is by 
GH¿QLWLRQ�XQDWWDLQDEOH��$V�D�FRQVHTXHQFH��,�VKDOO�VKRZ�WKH�XUJHQF\�RI�DGYDQFLQJ�LQ�
the development of a narrativist, pragmatistically-informed philosophy of history. 
My considerations will be illustrated through the analysis of a controversial case 
DERXW�D�SDVW�HYHQW��WKH�PDLQ�SORW�RI�WKH�PHPRUDEOH�¿OP�The man who shot Liberty 
Valance, by the equally memorable John Ford. 

“The writing of History is an instance of judgment  
as a resolution through inquiry of a problematic situation.” 

John Dewey

I. Narrativism and New Philosophy of History

The second half of the twentieth century has been witness to a blooming of 
UHÀHFWLRQV� RQ� WKH� VWDWXV� RI� KLVWRULFDO� ZULWLQJ�� DQG� VSHFL¿FDOO\� QDUUDWLYH� ZULWLQJ��
As opposed to previous debates within critical philosophy of history, focused on 
the adequate relationship between history and the natural sciences model,2 new 
philosophers of history detected that historicizing the past in narrative terms does not 
DPRXQW�WR�VFLHQWL¿F�XQGHUGHYHORSPHQW��EXW�LV�UDWKHU�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�DQ�DXWRQRPRXV�
form of knowledge. The works of Arthur Danto (1985), Louis Mink (1987), Hayden 
:KLWH� �������� 3DXO� 5LF°XU� �������� +DQV�.HOOQHU� �������� 'DYLG� &DUU� �������� DQG�


�8QLYHUVLGDG�GH�%XHQRV�$LUHV��8QLYHUVLGDG�GH�7UHV�GH�)HEUHUR��&21,&(7�>YHURQLFDWR]]L#JPDLO�
com]
���7UDQVODWHG�E\�0RLUD�3pUH]�
2. I am talking about the explanation vs comprehension debate that took place mostly in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries.
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Frank Ankersmit (1983 and 2002),3 despite their many differences, converge precisely 
in considering that the tenacious use of narration by historians does not stem from 
a didactic or ornamental choice, but rather it is constitutive of our way of knowing 
the human past. Concretely, it is largely the result of the persistent use of ordinary 
ODQJXDJH� WKDW� VSHFL¿FDOO\� GHVFULEHV� RFFXUUHQFHV� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� SDVW� LQ� LQWHQWLRQDO�
vocabulary, something very few authors would willfully forsake. The “language 
of motives” (another way of naming it) is undoubtedly riddled with vagueness and 
ambiguity, and comes without a clear distinction between description and value and 
EHWZHHQ�OLWHUDO�DQG�¿JXUDWLYH��%XW�LW�LV�SUHFLVHO\�GXH�WR�VXFK�ULFKQHVV�WKDW�QDUUDWLRQ�
offers us a guarantee to understand the human in human terms. Literary theory and 
FODVVLFDO�UKHWRULF�KDYH�RIIHUHG�WKHLU�RZQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�GLYHUVLW\�RI�¿JXUHV�DQG�WURSHV�
WKDW�ÀRRG�RXU�HYHU\GD\�YRFDEXODU\��PDQ\�RI� WKHP�HYHQ�IRVVLOL]H�DQG� WKXV�VHHP�WR�
describe rigidly and literally various parts of our world.4 

Their interest in the value of narrative to represent human past reality led all 
these theorists to inquire into the complexities of historical discourse and its multiple 
dimensions (factual or epistemic, its plot and its ideological implications). Some of 
them focused on detecting the myriad ways or styles of narrating and the consequences 
derived from such choices. Thus, the study of classical rhetoric coupled with the 
various strands in literary theory5 could help us deploy the mechanisms and resources 
involved in the production and circulation of narrative discourse. It is clear that, 
from this point of view, historical narratives themselves become privileged objects 
of analysis, since they allow us to identify their differences or similarities and thus 
FRQWULEXWH�WR�HOXFLGDWH�WKH�FRQÀLFWV�WKDW�DULVH�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��/LWHUDU\�WKHRU\�VHHPV�WR�
be a powerful tool able to orient us in the diversity of narrative styles and genres that 
historians have used since the appearance of historical writing. It seems promising 
to apply such dispositive, created for the analysis of literary works, to the analysis of 
something that goes beyond what we consider in a strict sense “literary,” as is the case 
with disciplinary history. 

As a conclusion, it is unlikely that we can solve differences between competing 
historical narratives by simply turning to an independent reality or exclusively to 
documentary evidence, since when we present the past narratively there is much more 
at stake than “mere reality” or “what really happened.”

1RZ��WKHVH�UHÀHFWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�UHDG�E\�FULWLFV�DV�LPSO\LQJ�VRPH�NLQG�RI�OLQJXLVWLF�
LGHDOLVP�±�WKHUH�LV�RQO\�ODQJXDJH��D�YHUVLRQ�RI�%HUNHOH\DQ�LGHDOLVP���VRPH�NLQG�RI�
linguistic determinism – whereby humans are spoken by language; antireferentialism 
±�KLVWRULFDO�NQRZOHGJH�GRHV�QRW�UHIHU�WR�WKH�SDVW��LW�GRHV�QRW�UHIHU�DW�DOO��DQG��¿QDOO\��
anti-realism – the past historians speak about does not exist.6 As a consequence, we 

3. I name the most remarkable ones.
4. The point on which pragmatism can shed some light is that the correctness or incorrectness of 
any judgment or description of the past is not determined by something like the occurrence in itself, 
but rather by the consequences that follow from a determining description or judgment. I work this 
particular issue more in depth in Tozzi 2016. I will return to this matter in section 5.
���6XFK�DUH�WKH�FDVHV�RI�(ULFK�$XHUEDFK��.HQQHWK�%XUNH��1RUWKURS�)U\H��5RPDQ�-DNREVRQ��DQG�ZH�
should also mention the works of Gombrich and Goodman on theory and philosophy of arts. 
6. See Murphey 2009.

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy



ISSN: 2036-4091            2016, VIII, 2
169

¿QG�DQ�³DOO¶V�IDLU´�UHODWLYLVP�ZKLFK�DOORZV�KLVWRULDQV�WR�VD\�ZKDWHYHU�WKH\�ZDQW�DERXW�
the past in accordance with their particular interests, since writing about the past 
ZRXOG�EH�QRWKLQJ�EXW�³D�OLWHUDU\�RU�¿FWLRQDO�H[HUFLVH�´�DOVR�SXWWLQJ�UDWLRQDO�GLVFXVVLRQ�
about competing narratives to an end.

Nevertheless, we should remember that NPH does not deny the importance of 
documentary evidence in historical studies.7 The moral of narrativism is that one 
VKRXOG�UHVSRQVLEO\�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�IDFW� WKDW�HYHU\�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ�RI� WKH�SDVW� LV�QRW�
limited to what already happened nor does it abide by it, and that the choice among 
different narratives is not solved by turning to some neutral body of evidence which 
could tell us which were the events that actually took place in the past. Rather, when 
evaluating their differences we will become involved in the deployment of all the 
LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�WKDW�JLYHQ�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ��$QG�OLWHUDU\�WKHRU\��WKH�GLVFLSOLQH�ZKLFK�KDV�
taken as its subject discourse in general and narrative discourse in particular, is more 
than apt as an instrument to guide us in deploying such consequences.8

These few observations allow us to identify the exact point where NPH is at this 
moment. In a few words, we could say that its achievements consist in having called 
attention to historical writing in itself, and reinforced the worth of an autonomous 
historical knowledge vis à vis standard conceptions of science which made history 
appear as underdeveloped. Now, although it is clear that NPH does not dismiss the 
importance of documentary evidence, it did not produce an integrative account of 
both dimensions. In other words, the work of writing and the work with evidence are 
QRW�LQWHJUDWHG�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�VDPH�SURFHVV�RI�LQTXLU\��%HFDXVH��WR�VRPH�H[WHQW��WKH\�DUH�
slaves of some kind of epistemological dualism. On one hand, they seem to remain in 
the representationalist paradigm in the case of evidence, and, on the other hand, they 
only admit pragmatic and practical (moral) criteria in the case of narrative discourse.

,Q� WKLV�SDSHU�,�VXJJHVW� WKDW�-RKQ�'HZH\¶V�UHÀHFWLRQV9 on the writing of history, 
ZLWKLQ� WKH� IUDPHZRUN� RI� KLV� ORJLF� RI� VFLHQWL¿F� LQTXLU\�� RIIHU� XV� �1DUUDWLYLVW�
Philosophers of History) compelling keys for a rational evaluation of the contributions 
of literary theory for reconstructing the controversies about the interpretation of the 
past. According to Dewey, historical writing consists in a judgment produced as an 
answer to concrete problematic situations. The meanings of judgments about the past 
(historical narrations) “have a future reference and function”10 and, as a consequence, 

���6HH�:KLWH������������ZKHUH�KH�GLVWLQJXLVKHV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�SDVW�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�GLVFRXUVH��DQG�
:KLWH�������ZKHUH�KH�GLVWLQJXLVKHV�WKH�SUDFWLFDO�DQG�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�SDVW��6HH�DOVR�$QNHUVPLW������DQG�
1994 where he distinguishes historical research (questions of facts) and historical writing (questions 
of interpretation). 
8. See Ankersmit, Domanska & Kellner 2009; Doran 2013; Tozzi 2013; Fogu & Pihlainen 2014.
9. In Dewey 1922 (reprinted in 1983) and 1938. NPH is a reaction to the dismissal of narrative history 
WKDW� WRRN� SODFH� LQ� WKH�¿UVW� SDUW� RI� WKH� WZHQWLHWK� FHQWXU\��7KH� VR� FDOOHG� ³&RYHULQJ�/DZ´�PRGHO� �LQ�
philosophy) and the École des Annales� �LQ�KLVWRU\��FRQVLGHUHG�1DUUDWLYH�+LVWRU\�DV�D�SUH�VFLHQWL¿F�
DFWLYLW\��:KDW�PDNHV�'HZH\¶V�DFFRXQW�WKH�PRVW�LQWHUHVWLQJ�RQH�LV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�KH�VDZ�QHLWKHU�D�IDXOW�LQ�
the narrative way of historical writing nor the necessity of some alternative logical reconstruction of 
KLVWRULFDO�LQTXLU\��7KHUH�LV�DQRWKHU�LQWHUHVWLQJ�IDFW��KLV�VSHFL¿F�UHPDUNV�RQ�WKH�ZULWLQJ�RI�KLVWRU\�UHYHDO�
his watchful eye on the historical practice, enabled by his active participation in historical debates 
about the nature of history with other historians. On the relationship between Dewey and American 
KLVWRULDQV�VHH�%ODX������DQG�:LONLQV������
10. Dewey (1922: 314). 
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WKHLU�SURGXFWLRQ��XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�LQYROYH�GHSOR\LQJ�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�
RI� DFFHSWLQJ� WKHP�� ,�ZLOO� VKRZ� WKDW� WKHVH� UHÀHFWLRQV� DOORZ� XV� WR� FRQVLGHU� OLWHUDU\�
theory as an unavoidable instrument to navigate all the consequences that follow from 
the different descriptions of the past. That is, the meaning of a proposition about the 
past does not refer exclusively to a past event in itself; rather, it also refers implicitly 
WR�IXWXUH�SURFHVVHV�RI�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ��,QVRIDU�DV�KLVWRU\�LV�ZULWLQJ��WKH�VFLHQFH�RI�ZULWLQJ�
(literary theory) is a key element to reconstruct such processes (the consequences 
WKDW� IROORZ� IURP� GHVFULSWLRQV� WKHPVHOYHV��� 'HZH\¶V� FRQWULEXWLRQV� ZLOO� DOVR� EH�
FRPSOHPHQWHG�ZLWK� WKH� UHÀHFWLRQV� RI� KLV� IULHQG� DQG� FROOHDJXH�*HRUJH�+��0HDG11 
about the uselessness and, thus, irrationality, of believing in the reality of a past 
LQGHSHQGHQW�IURP�RXU�SUHVHQW�DQG�IURP�RXU�LQTXLU\�SURFHVVHV��:K\�GR�,�OD\�HPSKDVLV�
RQ�UDWLRQDOLW\"�%HFDXVH�E\�SODFLQJ�PHDQLQJ�LQ�WKH�YHU\�SURFHVV�RI�LQTXLU\��LQVWHDG�RI�
placing it in reality itself (which, by the way, could well be unattainable), we commit 
ourselves to being always ready to provide new and good reasons for our choices and 
take responsibility for their consequences.12

All of this leads us, on the one hand, to recognizing an explicit and proper pragmatist 
SKLORVRSK\�RI�KLVWRU\�WKDW��LQ�YLHZ�RI�FRQWHPSRUDU\�GHEDWHV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG��GHVHUYHV�WR�
be reconsidered. This is not a task for this paper but I need to point out that its main 
proponents, Mead and Dewey, are absent precisely in the debates of a discipline that 
is not shy about reading the classics. On the other hand, it is urgent to move forward 
in the development of a narrativist, pragmatistically-informed philosophy of history. 
This is the task that I effectively try to accomplish in this article. The alliance of 
narrativism with pragmatism will reinforce the most provocative – and thus more 
productive – thesis of the former: that the means of production of historical writing are 
central to elucidating controversies about the past. In my pragmatist reconstruction, 
QDUUDWLYLVP�DI¿UPV�WKDW�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�GLVFRXUVHV�DERXW�WKH�SDVW�LV�QRW�XQYHLOHG�DV�D�
result of its representative relation to past reality (independently from our instruments 
of “representation”), but rather in terms of the future consequences of accepting such 
discourses as answers to problems that emerged in the context of our current practices 
of inquiry.

I have chosen to unfold the importance of the contribution of Dewey and Mead 
to narrativism through the analysis of the controversial case of a past event which 
LQVSLUHG�WKH�PHPRUDEOH�¿OP�The man who shot Liberty Valance.

11. Mead 2002.
12. I arrived at Mead through Habermas. I was very interested in the connection he makes between 
0HDG¶V�Mind, Self, and Society and other social theories interested in communicative aspects of 
FRPPRQ�ZRUOG�DQG�VRFLDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV��0HDG��6FK�W]��*DGDPHU��:LWWJHQVWHLQ��DQG�:LQFK���7KHQ�,�
discovered The Philosophy of the Present, and I found myself completely surprised because one of 
the main skeptical arguments discussed by Danto in his 1965 work is the same argument discussed by 
Mead in this book, but Danto ignored Mead, and never quoted him. On the other hand, I discovered 
'HZH\¶V� WH[W� RQ� WKH�SKLORVRSK\�RI� KLVWRU\� WKURXJK�'DQWR��+H� WUHDWV� SUDJPDWLVP�DV� DQ� H[DPSOH�RI�
VNHSWLFLVP���,�GLVFXVV�'DQWR¶V�DFFRXQW�LQ�VHFWLRQV�������DQG�����$V�WKH�UHDGHU�FDQ�VHH��,�VWXGLHG�WKHVH�
two authors in the context of the philosophy of social sciences and of history past the linguistic turn.

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy
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II. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

I will begin by taking up the example of a concrete problem about the past posed 
E\� ¿OPPDNHU� -RKQ� )RUG� LQ� KLV� PHPRUDEOH� ����� ¿OP� The man who shot Liberty 
Valance.13

Old Senator Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) returns to Shinbone, a city in the 
:HVW�ZKHUH�KH�KDG�OLYHG�LQ�KLV�\RXWK��ULJKW�DIWHU�¿QLVKLQJ�/DZ�VFKRRO�LQ�WKH�(DVW��+H�
FRPHV�EDFN�WR�DWWHQG�WKH�EXULDO�RI�7RP�'RQLSKRQ��-RKQ�:D\QH���ZKR�LQ������ZDV�
an inconspicuous man. Stoddard, on the other hand, is famous in Shinbone for being 
the one who, 25 years before, had shot dead the toughest thug of those times, Liberty 
Valance (Lee Marvin, henceforth LV).

$�\RXQJ�MRXUQDOLVW�IURP�WKH�ORFDO�QHZVSDSHU��YHU\�H[FLWHG�DERXW�6WRGGDUG¶V�YLVLW��
UHTXHVWV�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ��ZKLFK�JLYHV�SODFH�WR�D�ORQJ�ÀDVKEDFN�WDNLQJ�XV�EDFN�WR������
6KLQERQH�� 7KH� WRZQ� ZDV� GULYHQ� E\� D� W\SLFDO� ZHVWHUQ� HQG�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\� FRQÀLFW��
powerful landowners who defend their “freedom” to use open lands for their cattle, 
against small farmers who demand State intervention to establish statehood. The main 
characters of this drama are Stoddard himself, supporting law and opposing the use of 
weapons, and Tom Doniphon, a local rancher, involuntary protector of the town due 
WR�KLV�H[SHUWLVH�LQ�KDQGOLQJ�¿UHDUPV��7KH�FRQÀLFW�IRFXVHV�RQ�KRZ�WR�FRQIURQW�/LEHUW\�
9DODQFH��WKH�ODQGORUGV¶�WKXJ�ZKR�KDUDVVHV�VPDOO�IDUPHUV�LQWR�JLYLQJ�WKHLU�ODQGV�DZD\�
or selling them for almost nothing. 

The story goes that Stoddard must force himself, against his principles, to accept a 
duel set against Liberty Valance. He shoots him dead, becomes a hero, and is chosen 
as town delegate for the State convention, which will be held to decide between open 
land or statehood. These events were followed by a great political and economical 
development in the town, and Stoddard builds up a prominent political career, which 
eventually leads him to the United States Senate.

:LWKLQ�6WRGGDUG¶V�ÀDVKEDFN�QDUUDWLYH�ZH�DUH�OHG�WR�D�VHFRQG�ÀDVKEDFN��LQ�ZKLFK�
he appears tormented for having violated his convictions, and unwilling to represent 
Shinbone. His conscience does not tolerate the fact of having killed a man. In a 
succession of scenes not unlike the well-known series Law and Order, Doniphon 
reconstructs the shooting, revealing to Stoddard that in the same second in which 
KH�VKRW�KLV�JXQ��'RQLSKRQ�KLPVHOI�KDG�VKRW�KLV�ULÀH��DQG�LW�ZDV�WKH�ODWWHU�ZKR�NLOOHG�

13. Ford appoached the dichotomy between telling the truth about the past or telling the most useful 
story for the Nation in two movies: Fort Apache (1948) and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). 
%RWK�PRYLHV�OHDG�WKH�VDPH�PRUDO��WKH�PRVW�XVHIXO�VWUR\�LV�WKH�RQH�WR�EH�WROG���7KH�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�
them is that one of the main characters in Fort Apache, Liutenant Colonel Owen Thursday (Henry 
)RQGD���LV�D�¿FWLRQDOL]HG�YHUVLRQ�RI�*HQHUDO�*HRUJH�$UPVWURQJ�&XVWHU��DQG�WKH�HYHQWV�GHSLFWHG�LQ�WKH�
PRYLH�PDNH�UHIHUHQFH� WR�³>&XVWHU¶V@� UHFNOHVV�H[SHGLWLRQ� LQWR�VLRX[� WHUULWRU\� LQ������ WKDW� OHG� WR� WKH�
PDVVDFUH�RI�WKH�HQWLUH�EDWWDOLRQ�RI�6HYHQWK�&DYDOWU\�DW�WKH�/LWWOH�%LJKRUQ´�0F%ULGH�����������������2Q�
the other hand, the plot of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance was adapted from a short story written 
by Dorothy M. Johnson (1953) and, of course, the controversial event is not a historical event for us 
EXW�LW�LV�D�KLVWRULFDO�HYHQW�LQ�WKH�¿OP��,�KDYH�FKRVHQ�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKH������¿OP�EHFDXVH�DOWKRXJK�WKH�SDVW�
event is not a historical event (and the researchers depicted in the movie are journalists, not academic 
KLVWRULDQV��� WKH�FDVH� UHPLQG�XV�RI�&ROOLQJZRRG¶V�ZHOO�NQRZQ�FULPH�VWRU\�³:KR�NLOOHG� -RKQ�'RH"´�
through which Collingwood illustrates the work the historian does with evidence, using the “logic of 
questions and answers” as the correct method of enquiry (Collingwood 1994).
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/9��,Q�WKLV�ZD\��'RQLSKRQ�FOHDQHG�6WRGGDUG¶V�FRQVFLHQFH�DQG�VXJJHVWHG�KH�GLG�QRW�
disclose the “truth” in order not to interrupt the process that followed.

%DFN� LQ� ������6WRGGDUG�EHJV� MRXUQDOLVWV� WR� SXEOLVK� WKH� WUXWK� LQ� WKH� QHZVSDSHU��
that it was not the bullet from his gun that killed LV, but the one shot by Doniphon 
ZLWK�KLV�ULÀH��,Q�WKLV�ZD\��6WRGGDUG�KRSHV�WR�JUDQW�KLV�SODFH�LQ�KLVWRU\�WR�WKH�IRUJRWWHQ�
Doniphon. The youngest of them cannot wait to get the news in print, and this is when 
the old journalist pronounces the now memorable phrase “when the legend became 
fact, print the legend.”

7KH�FDVH�SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKLV�¿OP�LV�D�FOHDU�H[DPSOH� WKDW� LOOXVWUDWHV�RXU�VXEMHFW�RI�
inquiry, since it is founded on the presupposition that it is possible to distinguish 
clearly between the true and the useful. True is what is independent of our contexts and 
interests, and useful is what is convenient for an individual or a collective in a certain 
FRQWH[W��7KH�ROG�MRXUQDOLVW¶V�VHQWHQFH��³ZKHQ�WKH�OHJHQG«�´�REYLRXVO\�LPSOLHV�WKDW�KH�
has chosen to solve the matter of who killed LV according to what is more convenient 
for the community of Shinbone, and for modern democracy in general, which needs 
heroes like Stoddard (a man of law) and not like Doniphon (a gunman). Moreover, 
one could suppose that the journalist knows the truth but prefers to conceal it; that 
DIWHU�6WRGGDUG¶V�DFFRXQW�KH�KDG�WKH�FKRLFH�RI�EULQJLQJ�WR�OLJKW�ZKDW�UHDOO\�KDSSHQHG��
but does not. Finally, we could also say that the journalist could have considered that 
the best option for the present times of his community was to tell the truth.14 All three 
options carry the unspoken assumption that – leaving aside the moral or political 
meaning of the stories, or their usefulness – one of them is false and the other one is 
not, and that this is determined by reference to what happened in 1885. Independently 
of how we understand usefulness or the lack of it (in moral or in plainly political 
terms), and independently of which are the winding paths of the proof, evidence or 
confessions we could collect, we must recognize that whatever makes our descriptions 
of the past true, it demands that an event happened before them.

In the next section, we will see the possibilities of clearly demarcating this event 
WKDW�VHUYH�DV�UHIHUHQFH�IRU�WKH�DI¿UPDWLRQ�LQ�SDVW�WHQVH��DQG�LWV�UROH�LQ�GHFLGLQJ�DPRQJ�
FRQÀLFWLQJ�DI¿UPDWLRQV�E\�IROORZLQJ�SUDJPDWLVW�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�

III. Dewey and the Writing of History 

Dewey addresses historical writing in the chapter “Judgment as Spatial-Temporal 
Determination: Narration-Description” (1938), a part of his logic of judgments.15 
That is, in the context of his logic of inquiry and of the theory of the temporal and 
historical phase of judgment (see Dewey 1938: 246, 247). As a consequence, the 
VSHFL¿FDOO\�KLVWRULFDO�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�MXGJPHQW��RI�LQTXLU\�DQG�RI�WKH�DFW�RI�NQRZLQJ�
LQ� JHQHUDO� FRPH� WR� OLJKW�� +LV� UHÀHFWLRQV� SULPDULO\� GLVSOD\� WKH� VLWXDWHG� DQG� DFWLYH�
nature of inquiry. The situation frames a problem that must be addressed by a future 
UHVROXWLRQ��6SHFL¿FDOO\��D�MXGJPHQW�³FRQVLVWV�LQ�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�H[LVWHQWLDOO\�

14. Or, a third option he could have evaluated the issue from a strictly personal point of view, that is, 
paying attention to what he, as a moral agent, should do beyond convenience or utility.
����*LYLQJ�D�GHHSHU�EXW�FRPSOHPHQWDU\�DFFRXQW�WR�KLV�HDUOLHU�UHÀHFWLRQV�IURP������
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indeterminate or unsettled situation into a determinate one […]. It refers to a total 
qualitative situation” (Dewey 1938: 220).

This is a remarkable text, as it reveals how deeply aware our author was of the 
impregnable place the past holds in our lives. In this respect, he analyzes three cases of 
MXGJPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�SDVW��QDPHO\��FDVHV�D��DERXW�RQH¶V�SHUVRQDO�SDVW��LL��DERXW�VSHFLDO�
HYHQWV� WKDW� DUH�QRW� LQFOXGHG� LQ�RQH¶V�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�� DQG� LLL�� KLVWRULFDO� QDUUDWLRQV�
�WKH�RQHV� WKDW�GH¿QH�KLVWRULFDO� LQTXLU\�RU�KLVWRU\�DV�D�VFLHQFH���QRWLQJ� WKH�IDFW� WKDW�
in all dimensions in life, the past is always there and calls for us. For the pragmatist, 
the question about knowing the past is not a mere philosophical game; it is a vital 
problem to tackle, and this is why it should be formulated in a way that allows for an 
answer. Addressing the issue of the results of inquiry in terms of judgments, instead 
of propositions or sentences, is no minor detail either. Rather, it shows that we are 
thinking about the results of a concrete practice, stemming from a concrete problem 
– in our case, in relation to past events –, the solution of which, from the point of 
view of his logic of inquiry, must follow a number of requirements which will be 
VSHFL¿HG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�LQTXLU\�LWVHOI��$QG�WKLV�LV�ZKHUH�D�FRPPRQ�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
in relation to pragmatism must be avoided. This is not about reducing inquiry to a 
mere satisfaction of interests or to merely answering a question that emerges in a 
JLYHQ� FRQWH[W��:KDW� DQ� DQDO\VLV� LQ� WHUPV� RI� WKH� ORJLF� RI� LQTXLU\�PDQGDWHV� LV� WKDW��
in order to evaluate any solution, we must come to terms with the consequences of 
DFFHSWLQJ�LW��$QG�WKLV�LV�ZK\�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�FULWLFLVP�LV�RSHQ��DQG�QRW�
dogmatically sealed. 

 “To judge is to render determinate; to determine is to order and organize, to relate 
LQ� GH¿QLWH� IDVKLRQ´ (Dewey 1938: 221). The determination thus reached stemmed 
from a concrete problematic consideration, and therefore the resulting order cannot be 
evaluated without contextualizing it within the problem or situation that motivated it. 
Analyzing judgment (the ordering) in relation to an alleged reality independent from 
our ordering practices gives us no orientation as to how to evaluate such order. The 
representationalist strategy is based on a clear distinction between semantic problems 
(the relationship between representation and reality) and epistemic problems (criteria 
WR�¿QG�RXW�ZKHWKHU�WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�UHSUHVHQWV�UHDOLW\���2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LW�WHQGV�
to focus on the singular existential proposition which describes singular events as an 
example or case of representation. According to Dewey, such a strategy provides no 
orientation as to how to distinguish adequate solutions to our problems of inquiry 
from unacceptable ones.16

Dewey characterizes judgments about the past as those in which temporal 
considerations are dominant. Their common trait is that they explicitly establish 
temporal connections: this phase is linguistically expressed in narration,17 through 

����,Q�IDFW��DV�ZH�ZLOO�VHH�DW� WKH�HQG�RI� WKLV�VHFWLRQ��'DQWR¶V�FULWLFLVP�RI�SUDJPDWLVP��DV�D�IRUP�RI�
skepticism) is grounded in his compromise with representationalism. 
17. “[T]here are no different kinds of judgment, but distinguishable phases or emphases of judgment, 
according the aspect of its subject-matter that is emphasized. In the opening statement existential 
transformation is the point of emphasis” Dewey (1938: 220). “Existential subject-matter as transformed 
has a temporal phase. Linguistically, this phase is expressed in narration […] all changes occur through 
LQWHUDFWLRQV�RI�FRQGLWLRQV��:KDW�H[LVWV�FR�H[LVWV��DQG�QR�FKDQJH�FDQ�HLWKHU�RFFXU�RU�EH�GHWHUPLQHG�LQ�
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which “a limiting reference to both past and future is present in every existential 
SURSRVLWLRQ�>WKDW�VWUHVVHV�WKH�WHPSRUDO�SKDVH�RI�D�MXGJPHQW«@��:LWKRXW�WKLV�OLPLWDWLRQ��
D�FKDQJH�LV�QRW�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�RU�TXDOL¿HG´��'HZH\������������

The subject matter of any particular narration-description is determined by a “from 
which” and a “to which,” and these limits are “strictly relative to the objective intent set 
WR�LQTXLU\�E\�WKH�SUREOHPDWLF�TXDOLW\�RI�D�JLYHQ�VLWXDWLRQ´��'HZH\�������������:KHQ�
the verbal expression of an existential judgment has the past as its explicit content, 
the meaning of such judgment is not a past event. Expecting to analyze meaning in 
terms of the relationship between atomic sentences and mutually isolated events is 
completely arbitrary. This is because, for Dewey, any statement about the past (be it 
about my past, or about an event of which I had no experience, or even about a very 
remote event I could not possibly have experienced), if empirically gronded, will be 
mediated, and will depend on probatory data (see Dewey 1938: 223). It should be 
QRWHG��KRZHYHU��WKDW�WKH�LVVXH�RI�WKH�JURXQG�RU�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�LV�QRW�H[WHUQDO�WR�PHDQLQJ��
WKLV�LV�WKH�NH\�VWHS�LQ�KLV�DUJXPHQWDWLRQ��$W�¿UVW�VLJKW��VLQJXODU�SURSRVLWLRQV�UHIHU�WR�
isolated events (see Dewey 1938: 223). %XW�³ZHUH�WKH�IDFWV�DV�LVRODWHG�ZKHQ�WKH�ODWWHU�
is separated from context, the latter would have no more meaning than if uttered by 
D�SDUURW��DQG�ZHUH�WKH�VHQWHQFH�XWWHUHG�E\�D�SKRQRJUDSK��LWV�PHDQLQJ�ZRXOG�EH�¿[HG�
by the context, say of the story or dramatic reproduction in which it appears” (Dewey 
1938: 225). In other words, in order to understand any statement that has the past as 
an explicit object, we need to display its temporal depth, and the conditions of proof 
for what is said in relation to a concrete problem – that is, it involves in its meaning 
the unfolding of inquiry itself.

In the end, as Dewey already stated sixteen years before, “the past by itself and 
the present by itself are both arbitrary selections which mutilate the complete object 
of judgment” (Dewey 1922: 314). “[T]he past incident is part of the subject-matter of 
inquiry which enters into its object only when referred to a present or future event or 
fact” (Dewey 1922: 314). Furthermore, “event is a term of judgment, not of existence 
apart from judgment” (Dewey 1938: 222). This is why when Dewey claims that “In 
denying that the past event is as such the object of knowledge, it is not asserted that 
a particular present or future object is its sole and exhaustive object, but that the 
content of past time has a future reference and function” (Dewey 1922: 314). He is not 
granting metaphysical priority to the present or to present experience, nor to merely 
ÀRZLQJ��DV�MXGJPHQWV�RU�NQRZOHGJH�DOZD\V�LQYROYH�D�FRQQHFWLRQ��³DQG��ZKHUH�WLPH�
enters in, a connection of present with past and future” (Dewey 1983: 47).18

'HZH\¶V�REVHUYDWLRQV�RQ�KLVWRULFDO� MXGJPHQW�VKRXOG�QRW�VHHP�VWUDQJH�RU�RXW�RI�
place to our great twentieth-century philosophers of history, Collingwood, Gadamer, 
5LF°XU��:KLWH��'DQWR�DQG�0LQN��1HYHUWKHOHVV��LW�LV�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW��GHVSLWH�WKHLU�IDPLO\�

inquiry in isolation from the connection of an existence with co-existing conditions” (Dewey 1938: 
220, emphasis added).
18. Dewey, Mead, and Danto all rejected the account of present time as an atomic instant. They 
considered the present as thick present or specious present. See Dewey (1922: 309); Mead (2002: 
35); and Danto (1985: 84). Mead talks about the present as passing. Danto talks about past-referring 
terms (like scar, widow or divorced), which describe some present feature but they can only be rightly 
DWWULEXWHG�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�VSHFL¿F�HYHQWV�KDYLQJ�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�SDVW�±�EHLQJ�ZRXQGHG�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�FDVH��
married in the second. See Danto (1985: 71).
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UHVHPEODQFHV�� 'DQWR� FULWLFL]HG� WKHP� ¿HUFHO\� DQG� 0LQN� LJQRUHG� WKHP� DOWRJHWKHU� 
'HZH\�UHÀHFWV�RQ�WKH�FRJQLWLYH�VWDWXV�RI�KLVWRU\�E\�ZRQGHULQJ��³8SRQ�ZKDW�JURXQGV�
are some judgments about a course of past events more entitled to credence than are 
certain other ones?” (Dewey 1938: 230). :KHWKHU�LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�RU�QRW�WR�IRUPXODWH�
IXOO\�JXDUDQWHHG�MXGJPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�UHPRWH�SDVW��WKH�VNHSWLF¶V�SUREOHP���RU�LI�KLVWRU\�
LV�D�VFLHQFH�RU�QRW��DUH�PDWWHUV�RI�QR�LQWHUHVW�WR�KLP��/HW�XV�TXRWH�RQFH�DJDLQ�'HZH\¶V�
precept: “the writing of history is an instance of judgment as a resolution through 
inquiry of a problematic situation” (Dewey 1938: 231). If this is the case, then his 
concrete question refers to accepting some (narrative) structures instead of others. 
Now, although judgments and narrations are made of existential propositions, the 
meaning of each proposition cannot be isolated from the process of inquiry, nor from 
LWV�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�LQLWLDO�SUREOHP��%XW�WKLV�WUDLW�LV�QRW�H[FOXVLYH�WR�KLVWRU\��LW�LQ�IDFW�
EHORQJV� WR� VFLHQWL¿F� LQTXLU\� LQ�JHQHUDO��7KH� ORJLF�RI� LQTXLU\� UHFRJQL]HV� WKDW� HYHU\�
existential proposition must operate “(1) as material for locating and delimiting a 
problem; (2) as serving to point to an inference that may be drawn with some degree 
of probability; or (3) as aiding to weigh the evidential value of some data; or (4) as 
supporting and testing some conclusion hypothetically made” (Dewey 1938: 231). 
That is, the meaning of the existential proposition is not determined by an independent 
HYHQW�RU�RFFXUUHQFH��EXW�E\�LWV�UROH�LQ�LQTXLU\��,Q�WKH�VSHFL¿F�FDVH�RI�KLVWRU\��H[LVWHQWLDO�
propositions about facts established under conditions of maximum control (as a result 
of inquiry in auxiliary sciences) are indispensable “but they are not in their isolation 
historical propositions at all” (Dewey 1938: 232). It is only in reference to a concrete 
historical problem that they will become historical propositions.19

This leads us to consider what constitutes a concrete historical problem. In broad 
WHUPV�� DQG� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� FRPPRQ� VHQVH�� KLVWRULFDO� LQTXLU\� LV� GH¿QHG� DV� ³JLYLQJ�
an account of what actually happened” or “determining what and why something 
KDSSHQHG� LQ� WKH�SDVW�´�%XW�ZH�ZLOO�QRW�¿QG�FOHDU�DQG�VXI¿FLHQWO\�EURDG�QRWLRQV�RI�
“what really happened” and “giving an account of” without referring to the concrete 
contexts in which inquiry is posed. In relation to this, Dewey was well aware of the 
self-consciousness that historians themselves show in relation to the selective and 
presentist nature of historical narratives: “All historical construction is necessarily 
selective” (Dewey 1938: 234, emphasis added). ³7KH�VOLJKWHVW�UHÀHFWLRQ�VKRZV�WKDW�WKH�
conceptual material employed in writing history is that of the period in which a history 
is written” (Dewey 1938: 232-3) Therefore, “if the fact of selection is acknowledged 
to be primary and basic, we are committed to the conclusion that all history is 
necessarily written from the standpoint of the present, and is, in an inescapable sense, 
the history not only of the present but of that which is contemporaneously judged to 
be important in the present” (Dewey 1938: 234).

����/HW¶V�SD\�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�VLPLODULW\�EHWZHHQ�WKLV�VHQWHQFH�IURP�'HZH\�DQG�:KLWH¶V�DFFRXQW�RQ�
documentary evidence. The latter says that his thought about “historical discourse does not imply that 
past events never really existed [or] that we cannot have more or less precise information about these 
SDVW�HQWLWLHV�>«@�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�SDVW�LV�QRW�LQ�LWVHOI�D�VSHFL¿FDOO\�KLVWRULFDO�NLQG�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
[…]. Such information might better be called archival, inasmuch as it can serve as the object of any 
discipline simply by being taken as a subject […] it is only by being made into the subject of historical 
GLVFRXUVH�WKDW�RXU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�DQG�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�SDVW�FDQ�EH�VDLG�WR�EH�KLVWRULFDO´��:KLWH�
1999: 2). 
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In view of the observations made thus far, it is crucial to look into an assertion on 
the aim of historical inquiry that is more familiar to historians: that is, the reference of 
history to what “actually happened in this way.” According to our philosopher, such a 
VWDWHPHQW�³KDV�LWV�VWDWXV�DQG�VLJQL¿FDQFH�within the scope and perspective of historical 
writing” (Dewey 1938: 236). And, strictly speaking,

it is a warning to avoid prejudice […] an exhortation to exercise caution and skepticism 
in determining the authenticity of material proposed as potential data […]. It does not 
determine the logical conditions of historical propositions, much less the identity of 
these propositions with events in their original occurrence. (Dewey 1938: 236) 

1RZ��IURP�P\�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�PXVW�EH�FODUL¿HG�LQ�UHODWLRQ�
to this particular issue. Acknowledging that the meaning of “what really happened” is 
relative to a certain perspective is not to say that its value is limited to what is useful 
or satisfactory. Rather, this perspective urges us to pay attention to the consequences 
that follow from establishing “what really happened” in the context of inquiry. The 
VSHFL¿F�FULWHULD�DQG�UHDVRQV�RI�RXU�FRQWH[W�RI�LQTXLU\��LQ�ZKLFK�³ZKDW�UHDOO\�KDSSHQHG´�
is stated, are a part of the very meaning of that statement. This is precisely why the 
display of consequences is a never ending business, and it lacks a predetermined 
direction. Dewey himself notes that one of the main principles in the logic of historical 
inquiry is that “the writing of history is itself an historical event. It is something which 
happens and which in its occurrence has existential consequences” (Dewey 1938: 
236). “As culture changes, the conceptions that are dominant in a culture change” 
(Dewey 1938: 233). “History is then rewritten […] the new conceptions propose new 
problems for solution” (Dewey 1938: 233).

8OWLPDWHO\��KLV�UHÀHFWLRQV�WULHG�WR�VKHG�OLJKW�RQ�³WKH�LQDGHTXDF\�DQG�VXSHU¿FLDOLW\�
of the notion that since the past is its immediate and obvious object, therefore, the 
past is its exclusive and complete object” (Dewey 1938: 237). The past to which our 
books of history refer is “of logical necessity the past-of-the-present, and the present 
is the-past-of-a-future-living present” (Dewey 1938: 237). As active beings who 
interact with our environment, we must deal with a double process. On the one hand, 
WKH�HYHU�FKDQJLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��QDWXUDO�RU�VRFLDO��ZKLFK�WKURZV�³WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�
ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�LQ�WKH�SDVW�LQWR�D�QHZ�SHUVSHFWLYH´��'HZH\�������������%XW��RQ�WKH�
other hand, our own activity of inquiry is under constant change, and inasmuch as 
judgments about the meaning of the past change, those new judgments themselves 
are, for Dewey, new instruments “for estimating the force of present conditions as 
SRWHQWLDOLWLHV�RI�WKH�IXWXUH´��'HZH\�������������:H�QHHG�WR�HUDVH�DQ\�DVVRFLDWLRQ�RI�
LQTXLU\�DQG�QDUUDWLRQ�ZLWK�LPDJHV�VXFK�DV�EXLOGLQJ�D�SX]]OH�ZLWK�¿[HG�SLHFHV��³1R�
historic present is a mere redistribution, by means of permutations and combinations, 
of the elements of the past” (Dewey 1938: 238). Inquiring about the past, narrating it, 
is a problem-solving activity, and as Dewey has aptly indicated, “men have their own 
problems to solve […]. In using what has come to them as an inheritance from the 
past they are compelled to modify it to meet their own needs, and this process creates 
a new present […]. History cannot escape its own process” (Dewey 1938: 238).20

���� ,� QHHG� WR�PDNH� FOHDU� D� SRLQW� DERXW�'HZH\¶V� QRWLRQ�RI� QDUUDWLRQ��$V� ,� KDYH� DOUHDG\� VDLG� DW� WKH�
beginning of this section, Dewey introduced the concept in the context of his logic of inquiry and in 
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IV. Danto’s Criticism and a Possible Pragmatist Answer 

In his great book Analytical Philosophy of History, narrativist philosopher Arthur 
'DQWR�KDV� WDNHQ�QRWH�RI� WKH� UHÀHFWLRQV�EURXJKW� E\�SUDJPDWLVWV� VXFK� DV�/HZLV� DQG�
Dewey as cases of skepticism in relation to the past.21 Historical statements are not 
about past events; they are predictions about research procedures and their results. For 
H[DPSOH��WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³\HVWHUGD\�WKHUH�ZDV�D�¿UH�LQ�WKH�FDU�IDFWRU\´�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�
DERXW�\HVWHUGD\�DQG�D�¿UH��EXW�UDWKHU�DERXW�WZLVWHG�PHWDOV��VPHOO�RI�VPRNH��DVKHV��DQG�
VR�RQ�±�WKDW�LV��WUDFHV�WKDW�ZRXOG�FOXH�XV�LQ�RQ�WKH�HYHQW��:KDW�LV�WKH�SUREOHP�KHUH"�
Given that the procedures for detection will take place after the historian formulates 
WKH� KLVWRULFDO� VWDWHPHQW�� LWV� PHDQLQJ� UHIHUV� WR� WKH� IXWXUH�� QRW� WKH� SDVW�� ,Q� 'DQWR¶V�
reading, a pragmatist would say that historical statements are ultimately undercover 
predictions, and what they predict is relevant evidence.

According to Danto, the arguments put forth by Lewis and Dewey are skeptical in 
kind. Not only do they attest the outworn belief that we only know about the past that 
cannot be witnessed, based on proof; but also, when I formulate a statement about the 
past, I am implicitly predicting the experiences I will have in the future if and only if I 
XQGHUWDNH�FHUWDLQ�DFWLRQV��³DQG�/HZLV¶�PLVWDNH�LV�WR�VXSSRVH�WKDW�WKLV�is all I am doing, 
that the whole of my cognitive claims are expressed in conditional sentences of the 
sort we have recognized” (Danto 1985: 43). That is, we do something more, something 
that the pragmatist withholds from the historian, or withholds from all of us: namely, 
that we speak about the past, that we know the past or that our statements express 
knowledge about the past. As Danto explained in “Historical Language and Historical 
5HDOLW\´� �'DQWR�������� WKH\�VSHFL¿FDOO\�FRQIXVH�RU� IDLO� WR�GLVWLQJXLVK� WZR�ZD\V� LQ�
which language relates to the world through (a) a part-whole relationship, that is, by 
belonging to the inventory of reality, and capable of sustaining causal relationships, 
and (b) an external relationship to reality in its entirety, in its representative function, 
capable of sustaining semantic values (true and false) (see Danto 1985: 305).

There is an inside and an outside of reality: paintings, maps, concepts, ideas, art 
have – as does language – this twofold relationship with the world. The particular case 

the context of the theory of the temporal and historical phase of judgment. However, it is important to 
note that his account on historical writing expresses the common sense of historicist ideas of historical 
UHVHDUFK��)RU�WKDW�UHDVRQ��LW�LV�YHU\�GLI¿FXOW�QRW�WR�FRQQHFW�WKHVH�IHZ�SDJHV�RQ�KLVWRU\�WR�WKH�LGHDV�RI�
those thinkers who were critical of positivism (like Croce or Collingwood). The similarity between 
'HZH\¶V�WH[W�RQ�WKH�ZULWLQJ�RI�KLVWRU\�DQG�&ROOLQJZRRG¶V�³HSLOHJRPHQD´�LV�UHPDUNDEOH��ERWK�RI�WKHP�
were critic of the common sense belief in the authority of personal memory and witness testimony 
to corroborate historical interpretations. According to Collingwood, “historical image” (or narration) 
is constructed and evaluated by historians in response to the interrogations of their age. On the other 
hand, every answer will give place to new questions. Historians themselves are part of the historical 
process and each age poses new and different problems. Historical testimony changes with each change 
of the historical method, each new generation has to rewrite history in its own terms because it has to 
review its questions. The interesting thing about these remarks is to point out to the fact that Dewey 
found those ideas of history compatible with his logic of inquiry.
����,Q�WKH�SUHVHQW�SDSHU�,�DP�QRW�SURYLGLQJ�DQ�LQ�GHSWK�DFFRXQW�RI�/HZLV¶�WKRXJKWV��,�UHIHU�WR�/HZLV�
because Danto presented his criticism against pragmatism by discussing Dewey and Lewis, and I refer 
WR�VRPH�RI�/HZLV¶V�LQVLJKWV�RQ�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�SDVW�RQO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�FOHDUO\�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�VRPH�
RI�'HZH\¶V�VLPLODU�LQVLJKWV��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��,�DP�FRPSOHWHO\�DZDUH�WKDW�/HZLV�GHVHUYHV�D�VSHFLDO�
VSDFH��ZKLFK�,�GR�QRW�KDYH�KHUH���EXW��PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\��,�DP�QRW�FODLPLQJ�WKDW�/HZLV¶�SUDJPDWLVP�LV�
VLPLODU�WR�'HZH\¶V�
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of “historical language” (that is, the sentences which, when stated, aim at describing 
an event previous to its utterance or inscription), implies as truth condition, a sentence 
in the past tense. “Fernández is an ex-president´�LPSOLHV��¿UVW�RI�DOO��WKDW�³)HUQiQGH]�
was a president.” Secondly, satisfying this truth condition implies in turn the actual 
occurrence of some event previous to its utterance. In sum, historical sentences lie, 
by their own nature, in history; if they are true, they are actually subsequent to the 
events described in them. Nevertheless, in their attempt to describe the past, historical 
sentences are external to the past, and claim to be true. Therefore, the fact that historical 
sentences allow for temporal, truthful connections with the events they describe is a 
symptom that historical sentences are within and without the reality they describe, and 
this is why their combined semantics generates problems in philosophy of history (see 
Danto 1985: 311-4).

The utterance “to be historical” does not add any further information about the 
event (it belongs to what it isolated as language in its relation to the world as part-
whole, not as an occurrence in the world). It does not add information on the external 
descriptive relationship between language and reality (in its representative function). 

:KDW�PDNHV�D�VHQWHQFH�WUXH�LV�QRW�DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�PRPHQW�LQ�ZKLFK�VXFK�VHQWHQFH�
is uttered. As Danto has argued extensively in his famous piece “Narrative sentences” 
(Danto 1985: 143-82), temporal distance of historians and their retrospective position 
give them an advantage to truthfully know what happened. The possibility of 
formulating true statements about the past only comes by later, and sometimes much 
ODWHU��WKDQ�WKH�RFFXUUHQFHV��%XW�ZKDWHYHU�LW�LV�WKDW�PDNHV�WKHP�WUXH�GRHV�QRW�GHSHQG�
RQ�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�DEOH�WR�¿QG�LW�RXW�RU�SURYH�LW�

In short, we are faced with two ways of approaching the question of the correct 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI� WKH�SDVW�� ����:KDW� LV� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�DQG�
reality?; and (2) how can we legitimately represent the past or reality?22�7KH�¿UVW�
question begins with the establishment of two different ontological orders; the aim is 
WR�FRQQHFW�WKHP��LQ�RUGHU�WR�XQYHLO�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�IRU�NQRZLQJ�WKH�SDVW��:RUVH�VWLOO��
pragmatism grants skeptics their conclusion about the futility of the realist pretense 
that past events in themselves are not only an object of our knowledge, but also the 
references of our sentences. Now, at this point we should remind Danto that it is 
precisely pragmatism that questions the possibility of isolating the meaning of any 
given proposition from its context of utterance, which includes the question that is 
answered by the proposition. Determining the past event that serves as reference is the 
very result of the research, not its starting point.23

7KHVH� REVHUYDWLRQV� GHVHUYH� D� ODVW�� FULWLFDO� FODUL¿FDWLRQ��'DQWR�� DV� DQ� DQDO\WLFDO�
philosopher of ordinary language, approaches the subject with an analysis of “the 
sentence in the past tense” (the narrative sentence), whereas Dewey, whose work is 
previous to the linguistic turn, approaches the matter in terms of “judgments about 
the past.” This does not stop Danto from applying his criticism, nor does stop us 
from taking part to the discussion.24 Strictly speaking, for Danto beliefs, sentences 

22. Danto explains his account on the correct form of philosophical problems in Danto 1997.
����6HH�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�MXGJPHQW�DW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�VHFWLRQ���DERYH�
����,�ZDQW�WR�PDNH�FOHDU�WKDW�'DQWR¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�'HZH\�DV�D�FDVH�RI�VNHSWLFLVP�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�XQIDLU��
'DQWR¶V�YLHZ�LV�QRW�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�HLWKHU�VRPH�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RU�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ERWK�SKLORVRSKHUV�

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy



ISSN: 2036-4091            2016, VIII, 2
179

(language), theories, judgments, belong to the realm of representation, which is 
ontologically heterogeneous from reality (Danto 1985: 311). In this respect, the 
relevant question in relation to our knowledge of the past is to elucidate the relationship 
between representation and reality (that is: what makes a representation true?), which 
should be distinguished from the epistemic problem of how to know whether the 
HYHQWV�DFWXDOO\�RFFXUUHG��/HW�XV�UHWXUQ�RQFH�PRUH�WR�'HZH\¶V�ZRUGV�

The propositions that are accumulated about past facts and facts now observable are but 
means to the formation of this historic narrative judgment. In themselves they are so 
many separate items. (Dewey 1938: 229) 

To which he immediately adds:

There is no such thing as judgment about a past event, one now taking place, or one 
to take place in the future in its isolation. The notion that there are such judgments 
arises from taking propositions that are indispensable material means to a completely 
determined situation as if they were complete in themselves. (Dewey 1938: 230)

,Q� 'DQWR¶V� YLHZ�� SUDJPDWLVP� LV� VNHSWLFDO�� EXW� ZH� VKRXOG� DGG� WKDW� LW� LV� VR� LQ�
UHODWLRQ�WR� WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�DQVZHULQJ�DI¿UPDWLYHO\� WR�D�UHTXLUHPHQW� WKDW� LV�SRVHG�
by skepticism itself: showing a reality independent from our beliefs (something 
necessary to rebut skepticism). Nevertheless, it is my understanding that the most 
important point to stress about this debate is that pragmatism is rather skeptical about 
WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� WKDW� SURSRVDOV� VXFK� DV� 'DQWR¶V� SOD\� DQ\� FRQFUHWH� UROH� IRU� VROYLQJ�
concrete historiographical problems or controversies. Is this Dantian answer the only 
way to solve rationally (without resorting to force, or deception) the problems related 
to the representation of the past? It is time to settle these issues by returning to the 
question about who killed LV.

V. Which Bullet Caused the Victim’s Death? 

/HW�XV�DQDO\]H�DQ�DUUD\�RI�GHVFULSWLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�/LEHUW\�9DODQFH¶V�GHDWK��DQG�WKHQ�
FRPSDUH�'DQWR¶V�SRVLWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�RQH�GHIHQGHG�E\�'HZH\�25

���7KH�EXOOHW�LQ�WKH�UHYROYHU�FDXVHG�WKH�YLFWLP¶V�GHDWK
���7KH�EXOOHW�LQ�WKH�ULÀH�FDXVHG�WKH�YLFWLP¶V�GHDWK
3) Senator Stoddard is the man who killed LV (in 1910)
4) Stoddard killed LV
5) Doniphon killed LV
belonged to different times and different philosophical movements. Although it is true that Dewey 
predates the linguistic turn, he was explicit, on one hand, in his intention to avoid approaching the 
logic of inquiry based in the analysis of the singular proposition in isolation of the context of inquiry 
DQG�LWV�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�VSHFL¿F�SUREOHP�WR�EH�VROYHG��DQG��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LQ�UHMHFWLQJ�GXDOLVP�DQG�
representationalism, because they both lead to skepticism.
25. I will not consider, for the moment, whether all these sentences are descriptions of the same event. 
I will return to the question of what would be a “naked” event devoid of any description a little later.
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���7KH�EXOOHW�WKDW�NLOOHG�/9�FDPH�RXW�RI�6WRGGDUG¶V�UHYROYHU
���%\�VKRRWLQJ�/9��6WRGGDUG�WXUQV�6KLQERQH�LQWR�D�PRGHUQ��GHPRFUDWLF�FLW\
8) This bullet turned Shinbone into a modern, democratic city

Danto would analyze these eight sentences by distinguishing

a) semantic issues, which are sub-divided into: 
 a.i) meaning 
 a.ii) their truth value 
 a.iii) the satisfaction of their truth value
E��HSLVWHPLF�LVVXHV��WKDW�LV��WKH�FRQFUHWH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�SURRI�RU�YHUL¿FDWLRQ�RI�
the sentences.

All these different descriptions (1 to 8) share the same grammar, as they are in the 
past tense (or in the historical present tense, as in sentences 3 and 7) and, as such, they 
talk or are about the past. Nevertheless, according to Danto, not all of them do it in 
the same way, and as a consequence not all could be uttered truthfully by anyone at 
any point in time. They all speak about an event which is previous to their utterance, 
but not in the same manner. Sentences 3, 7, and 8, for instance, are an example of 
what Danto called narrative sentences: sentences that describe a past event in terms of 
another one that happened later in time, perhaps even at the time of utterance.26 As a 
consequence, the contemporary subject would be as such unable to know its truth (the 
LVVXHV�DGGUHVVHG�LQ�SRLQW�E���DQ�H\HZLWQHVV�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�DI¿UP�LW�WUXWKIXOO\�
at the moment of the occurrence.27�%XW� LQ� HYHU\�FDVH� WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI� WKH� VHQWHQFH�
includes or implies the occurrence of a past event. 

I would like to draw attention to the case of narrative or historical sentence number 
seven. It entails as a truth condition, following Danto, a sentence such as 4 or 6, 
depending on whether we describe the event in physicalist or in intentionalist terms. 
And, in turn, the satisfaction of its truth requires that an event described in the terms 
of such sentence must have actually taken place. Let us take a close look. Sentences 
1 to 8 describe some event in the past (again, at this stage we are not asking whether 
this is the same event under different descriptions, or different events altogether). 
7KH�LPSRUWDQW�LVVXH�KHUH�LV� WKDW�DW�¿UVW�VLJKW�WKHUH�DUH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKHP�LQ�
relation to the language game chosen to talk about reality in general, and social reality 
in particular.

1 and 2 describe events in a physicalist language, which mainly reveals the causal 
relationships between them.

3, 4, 5, and 7 clearly describe actions, are presented in an intentionalist language, 
and are understood within a teleological structure, formulated as means-to-ends.

6 is ambiguous or unclear as to its status, since it could mean both that Stoddard 
himself purposefully killed LV with a shot, or that the bullet came out of his revolver 

26. “Their most general characteristic is that they refer to at least two time-separated events though 
they only describe (are only about) the earliest event to which they refer” (Danto 1985: 143).
27. A contemporary witness is not allowed to truthfully describe events if that description refers to a 
future event. 
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in a series of defensive moves (not necessarily voluntary), whereas Stoddard did not 
want to shoot him.

For Danto, one event can bear different descriptions, both in relation to its 
being described in an intentional language or a physicalist one (what is usually 
called the language of events, as something different from actions) and in relation 
to the subsequent “redescriptions produced by its consequences in the future of its 
occurrence” (as in the case of narrative sentences).

Reference, meaning, or that of which the statement speaks and makes it true, is the 
occurrence of the event. At this stage we could say that Danto is bound to an idea of 
event without a description, or the idea of a basic description of an event. Either way, 
we are faced with the need to clarify what an event without a description or a basic 
HYHQW�GHVFULSWLRQ�ZRXOG�EH��7KLV�ODVW�SRLQW��WR�ZKLFK�'DQWR¶V�DUJXPHQW�OHDGV�XV��LV�WKH�
one that will prove problematic for a non-skeptical consideration of our knowledge of 
the past: it leads us to posit a reference for historical sentences that is unaccessible in 
itself, and therefore cannot be our guarantee for rejecting skepticism.

:KDW� ZRXOG� D� SUDJPDWLVW� LQWHUHVWHG� LQ� KLVWRULFDO� QDUUDWLYH� RU� D� SUDJPDWLFDOO\�
informed narrativist say? In search of an example, we can go back to the case of 
narrative or historical sentence number seven. Following Danto, we would say that 
it entails as its truth condition a sentence such as 1, 4, or 6 (depending on whether 
we describe the events in physicalist or in intentionalist terms), and the satisfaction 
of its truth requires that an event described in the terms of such sentence must have 
actually taken place. Now, what do we mean when we say that the three sentences 
refer to the same event, be it narratively or not, be it in physicalist or intentionalist 
ODQJXDJH"�:KDW� OLHV�DW� WKH�EDVLV�RI�HYHU\�GHVFULSWLRQ��PDNLQJ� LW� WUXH"�+RZ�GR�ZH�
GHWHUPLQH�ZKHWKHU�WKH�VHQWHQFH�LPSOLHG�LQ���LV�WKH�¿UVW�±�³7KH�EXOOHW�LQ�WKH�UHYROYHU�
FDXVHG�WKH�YLFWLP¶V�GHDWK´�±��WKH�IRXUWK�±�³6WRGGDUG�NLOOHG�/9´�±��RU�WKH�VL[WK�RQH"�
±�³7KH�EXOOHW� WKDW�NLOOHG�/9�FDPH�RXW�RI�6WRGGDUG¶V� UHYROYHU�´�'R�ZH�GHFLGH� LW�E\�
referring to the occurrence or to the future implications of the description, whichever 
LW�LV"�:KDW�LV�PRUH��FKRRVLQJ�RQH�RU�WKH�RWKHU�KDV�LPSRUWDQW�FRQVHTXHQFHV��EH�LW�E\�
allotting responsibility or by alleviating it (a lost bullet). In other words, here we see 
clearly why, according to pragmatism, the meaning of any empirical sentence about 
the past or in the past tense, refers to the future. Now we can understand Dewey when 
he says that 

The past occurrence is not the meaning of the propositions. It is rather so much stuff 
upon the basis of which to predicate something regarding the better course of action 
to follow, the latter being the object meant. It makes little difference whether the past 
episode drawn upon is reported with literal correctness or not. (Dewey 1922: 43-4)

This is the case for those sentences that describe events in a physicalist language, 
in an intentionalist one, or in narrative descriptions (inaccessible to contemporary 
subjects). Their correct meaning cannot be decoupled from the future consequences 
of such descriptions.

In 1929 Lewis noted that meaning and truth of an empirical statement – such as 
number 1 in our example: “The bullet in the revolver caused the death of the deceased” 
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– entails the fact that “To ascribe an objective quality to a thing means implicitly 
WKH�SUHGLFWLRQ� WKDW� LI� ,� DFW� LQ� FHUWDLQ�ZD\V�� VSHFL¿FDEOH� H[SHULHQFH�ZLOO� HYHQWXDWH´�
(Lewis 1929: 140). In our case, if I believe that a certain bullet caused this death, 
ZH�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�GHWHFW�FHUWDLQ�PDUNV�LQ�WKH�ERG\��WKH�ULÀH��DQG�VR�RQ��DQG�WKHVH�
DFWLRQV�DUH�VXEVHTXHQW�WR�WKH�DOOHJHG�RFFXUUHQFH�RI�WKH�DWRPLF�HYHQW��%XW�WKH�VDPH�
thing would happen if we move in the context of intentionalist language: we would 
always assign properties or offer descriptions which, by assuming them, engage us 
with other descriptions and with registering or collecting certain testimonies. In short, 
summarizing the debate, Danto and the pragmatists (Dewey and Lewis in the case at 
hand) would agree on the complexity of determining who killed LV, since this requires 
us to:

1) decide the language in which the matter will be addressed (physicalist or 
intentionalist);
���VHDUFK�IRU�UHOHYDQW�HYLGHQFH��DQG�LQ�WKH�VSHFL¿F�WHUPV�RI�ZKLFKHYHU�ODQJXDJH�
game we adopt (physicalist or intentionalist);
���¿QDOO\��ZLWK�UHJDUGV�WR�ZKHWKHU�ZH�ZDQW�WR�RU�PXVW�UHYHDO��RU�QRW��ZKLFK�
bullet killed LV, or caused the death, or whatever, accept that these are matters 
settled in terms of consequences and evidence. Moreover, they are not settled 
once and for all, and can be reopened over and over again, from the present of 
whoever intends to reopen it.

The fundamental difference is that Danto believes that if we do not preserve a 
FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�UHIHUHQFH�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ��ZH�ZLOO�IDOO�LQWR�
skepticism.

To this, pragmatism would answer that the notion of an event as reference for 
our statements leads us to skepticism, since it brings into the historically relevant 
discussion about who killed LV a component that is not accessible in itself for those 
involved in the discussion, and therefore in the long run it does not hold any concrete 
role when choosing a solution to the problem.

)RU�WKH�SUDJPDWLVWV��'DQWR¶V�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�DQ�HYHQW�DV�WKH�UHIHUHQW�IRU�VWDWHPHQWV�
in past tense, and thus previous to the formulation of the problem, does not add or 
subtract anything to the resolution of the matter. On the contrary, the meaning of a 
proposition in the past tense is not limited to an alleged reference without description, 
or with some kind of basic or contextually neutral description. It refers implicitly to 
VRFLDOO\�VKDUHG�SURFHGXUHV�RI�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��0\�PDLQ�SRLQW�KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�
to show the inextricable bond between that pragmatist argument and the detailed and 
rich considerations offered by literary theory about the variety of descriptions offered 
by intentional language, and their consequences. In his classic A Grammar of Motives, 
.HQQHWK�%XUNH�ZRQGHUV��

:KDW is involved, when we say what people are doing and why they are doing it?” And 
“any complete statement about motives will offer some kind of DQVZHUV�WR�WKHVH�¿YH�
questions: what was done (act), when or where it was done (scene), who did it (agent), 
KRZ�KH�GLG�LW��DJHQF\���DQG�ZK\��SXUSRVH����%XUNH�������;9�
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Not only are the various combinations of possible answers determined by the 
events in themselves, but they also reveal different conceptions of the world. And 
again, which conception we choose will have practical consequences for life.28

:K\�ZRXOG�WKLV�EH�D�FDVH�RI�VNHSWLFLVP"�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�'DQWR��EHFDXVH�LW�KDV�QRW�
presupposed a reality independent of the past as a referent for our statements about it. 
It is time to address this issue with the help of Mead.

VI. Mead and the Re-Writing of History

Philosophers have repeatedly addressed a playful skeptical argument about the 
past, according to which it is logically possible that the world as we know it, even with 
our memories and fragments of evidence of times past, was created a few minutes 
DJR� �¿YH�RU� WKLUW\�� OLWWOH� FKDQJHV��29 If this is the case, statement as “Julius Caesar 
FURVVHG�WKH�5XELFRQ�LQ����%��&�´�RU�³P\�PRWKHU�ZDV�ERUQ�LQ�����´�ODFN�D�UHIHUHQFH��
therefore, either all statements are false, or the problem of their truth will not emerge. 
In order for this argument to hold, it is not necessary that the world actually started 
a few minutes ago; we only need to be able to imagine the possibility that it did. It 
could have started a few minutes ago or not, we can have success or not when talking 
truthfully about the past, but unfortunately if we follow this argument, we cannot 
know whether it started or not, whether we will be able to say true things about the 
past or not, because all evidence is compatible with either possibility. Now, if this 
argument is unassailable, its reach is so broad that it would not only affect historical 
knowledge, but knowledge of all kind. In conclusion, we cannot doubt history without 
putting at risk our beliefs across the board.30

In his “The present as the locus of reality,” included in the posthumous publication 
The Philosophy of the Present, George H. Mead addresses the skeptical argument31 
inquiring the relevance of the existence of a past independent from the present for 
RXU�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�IRU�WKDW�RI�WKH�VFLHQWLVW�DQG�WKH�KLVWRULDQ��:KDW�GLIIHUHQFH�ZRXOG�
it make to our inquiry, were we to accept not only the reality of the past, but also its 
LUUHYRFDELOLW\��UHJDUGOHVV�RI�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�ODWHU�RQ"�:KDW�ZRXOG�LW�EH�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�
of the idea that nothing that happened after the occurrence of that past would be able 
to change its universal or eternal characteristics?

,�VXJJHVW�ZH�DSSURDFK�0HDG¶V�DFFRXQW�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�'HZH\¶V�LGHD��VXUYH\HG�
earlier, that “the writing of history is itself an historical event. It is something which 
happens and which in its occurrence has existential consequences” (Dewey 1938: 
236). So, a deeper question here is who “we” are or who this “we” to whom knowing 

����:KLWH�WRRN�LQ�DFFRXQW�%XUNH¶V�SHQWDG�DQG�WURSRORJ\�LQ�Metahistory in order to disclose the basic 
ontologies that inform the differences among several historical accounts. 
����7KLV�DUJXPHQW�LV�QRW�VWULFWO\�JHQHUDO�JLYHQ�WKDW�VWDWHPHQWV�WKDW�UHIHU�WR�WKH�SDVW�¿YH�PLQXWHV�DUH�QRW�
DIIHFWHG��%XW��DV�'DQWR�KLPVHOI�VWDWHV��ZKDW�KLVWRULDQ�ZRXOG�EH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKDW�EULHI�PRPHQW�RI�WLPH"�
See Danto (1985: 31).
����'DQWR¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�SUHVHQW�LPSOLHV�H[WHQVLRQ��GXUDWLRQ��DQG�VSHFLRXVQHVV��³7R�EH�D�WKLQJ�LV�WR�KDYH�
extension and duration, and to deny either of these is to deny the existence of things […] and surely one 
must run a race on order ever to be said to have won one” (Danto 1985: 84-5).
31. Mead vaguely attributes to Father Gosse, a 19th Century creationist, the idea that the world might 
KDYH�EHHQ�FUHDWHG�RQO\�¿YH�PLQXWHV�DJR�
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the past involves a complete change of their own existence is. It is important, 
KRZHYHU��WR�EHDU�LQ�PLQG�0HDG¶V�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�VRFLDO�SV\FKRORJ\�DV�FRQYH\HG�E\�
what he called “social behaviorism,”32 and its consequences for an understanding 
of human beings as subjects thinking in communicative terms. That is, thought and 
knowledge emerge in novel ways from the activity (interaction) of the organism with 
its environment. Of course, reality is the reality of our experience in the present, but 
the present or presents are dense and diverse in their temporal range; they imply a 
future and a past to which we deny existence.33 The density of the present is manifest 
in its own identifying traits: becoming and disappearing, coming to be and ceasing to 
be. Therefore, experience (present, the specious present, or, passage), according to 
Mead, is a vital process of self-adjustment between an organism and its environment.34 
So, is the reality of the past of that organism independent from it? Is there anything 
OLNH�D�¿[HG�DQG�LUUHYRFDEOH�SDVW"�0HDG�DYRLGV�WKH�VNHSWLFDO�FKDOOHQJH�E\�SRVLQJ�WKH�
question in relation to our own experiences, so that the past or pasts which we face are 
both revocable and irrevocable. They are irrevocable in that even when historians can 
reconstruct what happened, and give an authenticated explanation, they will prevent 
WKH�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�PDGH�E\�KLVWRULDQV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�IURP�GLIIHULQJ�IURP�RXUV��%XW�WKH\�
are also revocable because the world of future historians will not be able to differ from 
the present, unless it rewrites the past that is now behind us. The end or meaning of 
“what it was” belongs to the same present in which that “what it was” is explained. 
Such “what it was” is so for me or for us now, in our present, and will eventually 
FKDQJH� LQWR� DQRWKHU� SUHVHQW�� ,Q�0HDG¶V� ZRUGV�� ³DJDLQVW� WKLV� HYLGHQW� LQFLGHQFH� RI�
¿QDOLW\�WR�D�SUHVHQW�VWDQGV�D�FXVWRPDU\�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�SDVW�WKDW�GHWHUPLQHV�XV�LV�
there. The truth is that the past is there, in its certitude or probability, in the same sense 
that the setting of our problems is there” (Mead 2002: 37).

Mead would concede that what already happened is irrecoverable. However, 
we need to bring the real past face to face with the present, from the viewpoint of 
emerging phenomena, of the occurrence of that very surfacing phenomenon. The past 
WKDW�ZH�QRZ�REVHUYH�IURP�WKLV�YLHZSRLQW�LV�DQRWKHU�SDVW��D�GLIIHUHQW�RQH��:K\�LV�WKDW�
VR"�%\�GH¿QLWLRQ��WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�HPHUJH�DUH�QRW�D�QHFHVVDU\�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�WKH�SDVW��
before they emerged, the past was in fact not a past of those things. Nevertheless, once 
they have emerged, the connection with the past they followed can be discovered. In 
other words, the past can be reconstructed, but that reconstruction is a redescription 
that shows the elements that emerged in the present as following from that past (see 

����%\�YLUWXH�RI�LWV�EHKDYLRULVW�DSSURDFK��0HDG¶V�WKHRU\�RYHUFRPHV�LQWURVSHFWLRQ��&DUWHVLDQLVP�DQG�
LGHDOLVP��7KURXJK�LWV�VRFLDO�DSSURDFK��LW�VXUSDVVHV�WKH�LQGLYLGXDOLVP�WR�ZKLFK�:DWVRQLDQ�EHKDYLRULVP�
remained attached. Mead 1972.
33. “The specious present of a human individual would presumably be a period within which he could 
be himself” (Mead 2002: 49).
����$V� ,� DUJXHG� LQ� 7R]]L� ������ HPHUJHQWLVP� LV�� ¿UVW� RI� DOO�� D� NLQG� RI� KLVWRULFDO� KHXULVWLF�� VLQFH� LW�
allows us to track the appearance of human faculties and processes of extreme complexity, without 
presupposing an individual or a mind apart from the process of emergence itself, and without appealing 
to any a priori contents. It thus enables the dissolution of dualisms such as subject/object, mind/world, 
individual/society. Secondly, it invited the dissolution of the dualism between historical knowledge 
�XQ¿[HG�� FKDQJLQJ� DQG� GLVFRQWLQXRXV�� DQG� WKH� DFWXDO� SDVW� �¿[HG� DQG� LUUHYRFDEOH�� DW� WKH� URRWV� RI�
historical skepticism. 
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Mead 2002: 36). As Mead has shown in “The objective reality of perspectives” (2002: 
171), the reconstruction of the past in a present is part of that happening, as it emerges 
from the process – a self-adjusting process of the organism with its environment. 
3HUVSHFWLYH�GRHV�QRW�FRQVLVW�LQ�WKRXJKWV�IURP�*RG¶V�YLHZSRLQW��RU�IURP�RQH�H[WHUQDO�
to the process itself. Rather, it is a novel event, undetermined though conditioned by 
the environment locating the problems that promote a redescription or articulation of 
the system. There is no idealism (a pure game of ideas) or determinism (reality or past 
reality determining the ideas of them). 

,Q�������'DQWR�RIIHUHG�D�FRPSOHWHO\�GLIIHUHQW�DQVZHU��+H�LJQRUHG�0HDG¶V�ZULWLQJV��
DQG�WKHUHIRUH�WKH�FRQWUDVW�DPRQJ�WKHP�LV�DQ�H[HUFLVH�LQ�KHXULVWLF��'DQWR¶V�DSSURDFK�VWHPV�
from a very different way of conceiving the adequate method of posing philosophical 
problems. As we have seen, pragmatism expresses the fundamental philosophical 
issue in terms of how certain beliefs or commitments contribute to investigating or 
solving concrete problems. Danto, on his side, contends that philosophical approaches 
are set in terms of the identity of indiscernibles. Following the skeptical conjecture, 
it could be possible that two objects which satisfy descriptions in terms of a Ming 
bowl – that is, two materially indiscernible objects – do not belong to the same kind 
of object: one is genuine and the other is just a reproduction.35

If we remove historical descriptions from our language, certain objects in the 
world – such as an original Ming bowl inside the museum and the reproductions that 
decorate my house – would be indiscernible.

If we restore historical descriptions in our language, they would be different 
objects: one being an original Ming bowl, the other a reproduction, even if none of 
these differences would be manifest to the anthropologically educated eye.

Danto invites us to note the extent to which our beliefs about the past penetrate the 
language we use, even to describe contemporary objects with those descriptions: the 
so-called “present world.” The skeptical challenge is incompatible with any ordinary 
historical statement applied to the present world. If for one crazy second we believed 
that the conjecture is true, then all historical statements would all of a sudden become 
false, all the areas of language left out of the game, and we would lose interest in them, 
from a historical point of view, both if our beliefs were true and if they were false.

It must be said that we are dealing with two sophisticated stances on knowledge 
of the past and of history, which take seriously into account the fact that historians 
are also historical agents, that historical perspective is a part of history, and that it is 
up to every history to tell or narrate histories that are not only true, but also relevant 
to the KLVWRULDQ¶V�SUHVHQW��3UHFLVHO\�'DQWR�UHSHDWHG�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�DJDLQ�WKDW�³WR�H[LVW�
historically is to perceive the events one lives through as part of a story later to be 
WROG´� �'DQWR� ������ ������ 1HYHUWKHOHVV�� 'HZH\¶V� DQG�0HDG¶V� FRQVLGHUDWLRQV� PXVW�
be appreciated in the context of a deep criticism of fundamentalism, of atomistic 
HPSLULFLVP�� DQG� RI� WKH�PLQG�ZRUOG� GXDOLVP��%HFDXVH� QR� FRQFHSW� KDV� D� GHQRWDWLRQ�
that goes beyond the given. It is as if Danto had remained trapped in the “given vs. 
constructed” dualism, whereas pragmatism, by virtue of its interest in the basic nature 

35. In other words, both bowls satisfy, from a material point of view, the narrative sentence that refers 
to a past event (or object) Ming China (Danto 1985: 335).
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of the idea of “activity,” advances towards a notion of knowledge as the activity 
RI�DQ�RUJDQLVP�LQ� LWV�HQYLURQPHQW��$V�SUDJPDWLVW�SKLORVRSKHU�5LFKDUG�-��%HUQVWHLQ�
has noted, these early considerations successfully avoided the “Cartesian anxiety” 
informing the search of an independent reality as the grounds for knowledge. Once 
the ontological heterogeneity (or dualism) between mind and body (world) has been 
HVWDEOLVKHG��WKH�SUREOHP�RI�LWV�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHFRPHV�XQVROYDEOH��%HUQVWHLQ�����������

Conclusion 

From the perspective of a narrativist, pragmatistically-informed philosophy of 
KLVWRU\��RXU�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�'HZH\�DQG�0HDG¶V�WKRXJKWV�DERXW�KLVWRU\�KDV�WDXJKW�XV�
the following lessons. 

The meaning of statements in the past tense implicitly refers to the present and 
the future. Understanding and evaluating them entails deploying and pondering the 
FRQVHTXHQFHV� RI� DFFHSWLQJ� WKHP� IRU� IXWXUH� DFWLRQ�� %\� GHYHORSLQJ� WKLV� WKHVLV�� ZH�
HQFRXQWHUHG�'HZH\¶V�KLVWRULFDO�QDUUDWLYH�FRQFHSWLRQ�RQ�NQRZOHGJH�DV�DQ�DFWLYLW\�RI�
inquiry. A given judgment cannot be analyzed in terms of singular propositions about 
HYHQWV��EXW�LQVWHDG�LW�VKRXOG�EH�UHJDUGHG�DV�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�LQGH¿QLWH�LQWR�
VRPHWKLQJ�GHWHUPLQDWH��'HZH\�DQG�0HDG�GLG�QRW� FRQFHLYH� UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�KLVWRULFDO�
knowledge other than within their inquiries about agents acting in their environment, 
which places them in concrete problems. According to this, certain questions that 
were supposed to be substantial and fundamental become useless for inquiry, such as 
those about the role that belief in the reality of a past independent from our beliefs 
about it plays in determining the truth of such beliefs.36 

$SSO\LQJ�WKHVH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�WR�WKH�VSHFL¿F�SUREOHP�RI�KRZ�WR�FKRRVH�EHWZHHQ�
antagonistic interpretations of the past requires us to deploy the consequences that 
follow from each one, with the concrete aim of bringing to light precisely the features 
which make them antagonistic. Literary analysis of intentional language or motives 
comes to our aid for this task.

As for the consequences of this, the point is that these conditionals are endless. 
This can be read in two ways. One of them, extremely narrow and even malicious in 
D�ZD\��ZRXOG�VWUHVV�WKDW�LI�PHDQLQJ�LV�UHODWHG�WR�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ��DQG�LI�WKLV�GHSHQGV�RQ�
IXO¿OOLQJ�D�VSHFL¿F�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�JLYHQ�FRQWH[W��WKHQ�RQFH�WKH�LQWHUHVW�LV�IXO¿OOHG�WKLV�
ZRXOG�EH�HQRXJK�IRU�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ��$V�D�FRQVHTXHQFH��ZKHQ�ZH�IDFH�WZR�DOWHUQDWLYH�
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV��WR�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�HDFK�RQH�VDWLV¿HV�WKH�LQWHUHVW�RI�WKRVH�SURPRWLQJ�
LW��HLWKHU�WKH\�DUH�ERWK�MXVWL¿HG��RU�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�LV�QRW�DSSOLFDEOH�LQ�DQ\�
LQWHUHVWLQJ�ZD\��+HQFH�UHODWLYLVP�DQG�DUELWUDULQHVV��:LONLQV�������

%XW�WKHUH�LV�D�VHFRQG��PRUH�IDLU�DQG�SURGXFWLYH�UHDGLQJ��7KH�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�SURFHVV�
LV� XQ¿QLVKHG�� DQG� DQ\� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� KDV� DQ� XQGHWHUPLQHG� QXPEHU� RI� SRVVLEOH�
consequences. And this is not only the case from a logical and abstract point of view, 
but also from a heuristic one, that is, from the point of view of the practice of inquiry 

����:KHQ� ,� WDON� DERXW� ³RXU� EHOLHIV� DERXW� RXU�ZRUOG´� ,�PHDQ�SHUVRQDO� EHOLHIV� RI� RXU� RZQ�SDVW� DQG�
historical interpretations, memory politics and substantive philosophies of history. That is, all account 
of the past interested in its truth as well as in its meaning.
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itself. This cannot in fact be reduced to the logic of inference between atomic and 
isolated propositions, but rather it answers to the logic of questions and answers of 
social beings situated in concrete contexts which face them with concrete problems.

In this paper, I have faced a double challenge. On the one hand, I attempted to 
show that nowadays a pragmatist philosophy of history (inspired by Dewey and 
Mead), concerned with the consequences that follow from our assertions about the 
past, is unlikely to be alien to the proposals of new NPH, particularly the orientation 
which has focused its attention on narrative writing of history, and turned to literary 
theory with the purpose of pondering the consequences of the diverse descriptions of 
our past human world. On the other hand, I sought to stress how narrative philosophy 
of history would be strengthened by taking up pragmatism seriously.

The lengthy analysis of The man who shot Liberty Valance allowed us to appreciate 
the deep complexity of solving a historical problem, even in the case of those referred 
to an allegedly concrete historical event which, precisely because of this, should 
not be too arduous. Nevertheless, its resolution does not only involve a factual 
DVSHFW��DQVZHULQJ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�³ZKLFK�EXOOHW�FDXVHG�/9¶V�GHDWK"´�UHTXLUHV�WDNLQJ�
decisions about the very language in which the events will be framed, depending 
on the importance of their resolution for the present or for a moment subsequent to 
the event. As a consequence, this matter is inherently related to another question: 
“what difference would determine which bullet caused the death make for our future 
decisions?” Common sense would have that we are in the presence of two different 
kinds of questions, since one depends on what actually happened, independently of 
our interests, whereas the other depends on what our interests (or those of whoever 
actually poses the question) are. As they are different questions, the logic of their 
MXVWL¿FDWLRQ� LV� VXSSRVHG� WR�EH�GLIIHUHQW� DV�ZHOO��2QH�GHSHQGV�RQ� UHDOLW\��ZKLOH� WKH�
other on values. Pragmatist philosophy will dissolve this apparent difference without 
renouncing either the possibility of historical knowledge or a rational reconstruction 
RI�FRQWURYHUVLHV��%XW�DV�ZH�KDYH�WULHG�WR�VKRZ��WKH�EDVLF�FKRLFH�EHWZHHQ�D�ODQJXDJH�
RI�PRWLYHV��LQWHQWLRQDO��DQG�D�SK\VLFDOLVW�RQH�LV�QRW�GH¿QHG�E\�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�HYHQW�
itself in the past. The validity of the description, as well as its understanding, requires 
deploying the future consequences of the descriptions we adopt according to our 
problems of inquiry and to the processes to verify such consequences. This is not 
skepticism or lack of rationality; rather it is a warning about all the implications of any 
given description; this is why we are committed to acknowledging its consequences 
in the future. 

References

ankeRsmit F., (1983), Narrative Logic: A Semantic Analysis of the Historian’s 
Language��'RUGUHFKW�DQG�%RVWRQ��0DUWLQXV�1LMKRII�3KLORVRSK\�/LEUDU\�

— (1994), History and Tropology. The Rise and Fall of Metaphor, %HUNHOH\��/RV�
Angeles/Oxford, University of California Press.

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy



ISSN: 2036-4091            2016, VIII, 2
188

ankeRsmit F., (2002), Historical Representation, California, Stanford University 
Press.

ankeRsmit F., domanska E., & H. kellneR, (2009), 5H�¿JXULQJ� +D\GHQ� :KLWH� 
Stanford, Stanford University Press.

beRnstein R. J., (1983), Beyond Objectivism and Relativism. Science, Hermeneutics, 
and Praxis, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvannia Press.

blau� -��� ��������³-RKQ�'HZH\¶V�7KHRU\�RI�+LVWRU\�´�Journal of Philosophy, 57, 3, 
89-100

buRke K., (1945), The Grammar of Motives��%HUNHOH\��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&DOLIRUQLD�3UHVV�

caRR D., (1986), Time, Narrative and History��%ORRPLQJWRQ� ,QGLDQDSROLV�� ,QGLDQD�
University Press.

collinGWood R. G., (1994) The Idea of History, revised edition, Oxford University 
Press.

danto A., (1985), 1DUUDWLRQ�DQG�.QRZOHGJH, New York, Columbia University Press, 
[with the complete version of Analytical Philosophy of History, ed. 1965].

— (1997) Connections to the World. The Basic Concepts of Philosophy, %HUNHOH\��
Los Angeles, London, The University of California Press.

deWey J., (1922), “Realism without Monism or Dualism -I.: Knowledge Involving 
the Past,” The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 19, No. 12 (Jun. 8, 1922), 309-17, 
-��$��%R\GVWRQ��HG���������-RKQ�'HZH\�7KH�0LGGOH�:RUNV�����������, Volume 13, 
Carbondale, Southern Illinois University Press, 40-9. 

— (1938) Logic: The Theory of Inquiry. Chapter 12: “Judgment as Spatial-Temporal 
Determination: Narration-Description,” in� -�� $�� %R\GVWRQ� �HG��� ������ John 
Dewey The Later Works, 1925-1953, Volume 12, Carbondale, Southern Illinois 
University Press.

doRan R., (ed.) (2013), Philosophy of History after Hayden White, London,  
%ORRPVEXU\�

foGu C., & K. Pihlainen, (eds.) (2014) “Metahistory Forty Years Later,” Storia della 
Storiografía, 61, 1, 11-205.

Johnson�'RURWK\�0�����������³7KH�0DQ�:KR�6KRW�/LEHUW\�9DODQFH�´�LQ�(DG���,QGLDQ�
&RXQWU\��1HZ�<RUN��%DOODQWLQH�%RRNV�

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy



ISSN: 2036-4091            2016, VIII, 2
189

kellneR H., (1989), Language and Historical Representation. Getting the Story 
&URRNHG��/RQGRQ��7KH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�:LVFRQVLQ�3UHVV�

leWis C. I., (1929), Mind and the World-Order, 1HZ�<RUN��&KLFDJR��%RVWRQ��&KDUOHV�
6FULEQHU¶V�6RQV�

mcbRide J., (2011), Searching for John Ford, Jackson, University of Mississippy 
Press.

mead G. H., (1972 reimpr., [1934]), Mind, Self, and Society, The University of 
Chicago Press.

— (2002 [1932]), The Philosophy of the Present, Amherst, New York, Prometheus 
%RRNV�

mink L., (1987 posthumous edition), Historical Understanding��%ULDQ�)D\��(XJHQH�
Golob & Richard Vann, (eds.) New York, Cornell University Press.

muRPhey M. G., (2009), Truth and History, New York, State University of New York.

RicœuR P., (1983), Temps et récit. Tome I: L’intrigue et le récit historique, Paris, Le 
Seuil.

tozzi V., (2012) “Pragmatist Contributions to a New Philosophy of History,” 
Pragmatism Today, 3, 1, 121-31

— �HG������������³+D\GHQ�:KLWH�Metahistory 40 years later,” Metatheoria. Revista de 
¿ORVRItD�H�KLVWRULD�GH�OD�FLHQFLD, 4, 1, 1-110

— �������� ³:KLWH�� %XUNH� DQG� WKH� ³/LWHUDU\´� 1DWXUH� RI� KLVWRULFDO� FRQWURYHUVLHV�´�
in E. Morales-López & A. Floyd, (eds.), Developing New Identities in Social 
&RQÀLFWV��&RQVWUXFWLYLVW�3HUVSHFWLYHV� RQ�5KHWRULF� DQG�'LVFRXUVH� 6WXGLHV�� John 
%HQMDPLQ���IRUWKFRPLQJ��

White H., (1973), Metahistory. The Historical Imagination in the Nineteenth-Century 
Europe.�%DOWLPRUH��-RKQV�+RSNLQV�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�

— (1999), Figural Realism, Studies in the Mimesis Effect, %DOWLPRUH��-RKQV�+RSNLQV�
University Press.

— (2014) The Practical Past, Evanston, Northwestern University Press.

Wilkins� %�� 7��� �������� ³3UDJPDWLVP� DV� D� 7KHRU\� RI� +LVWRULFDO� .QRZOHGJH�� -RKQ�
Dewey on the Nature of Historical Inquiry,” The American Historical Review, 64, 
4, 878-90.

VeRónica tozzi deWey, mead, John foRd, and the WRitinG of histoRy


