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Abstract: This paper focuses on the discipline of history, its methods, 
subject, and output. A brief overview of contemporary analytic phi-
losophy of history is provided, followed by critical discussion of his-
torical realism. It is argued that the insistence on the idea that his-
torians inquire into the real past and that they refer to the actual 
past entities, events, or agents is widely open to sceptical objections. 
The concept of an abstract historical chronicle of past events which 
are explained or retold by historians is identified as misleading. The 
idea of historical antirealism is then introduced. It is argued that in 
the centre of historian’s attention are present phenomena that are 
identified as historical evidence and require historical explanation. 
Historical explanation consists of constituting an historical past—
a fictional model that accounts for present data. The identification 
process of historical evidence and the discursive nature of historical 
enterprise are analysed and accompanied by several concrete exam-
ples. According to historical antirealism, historians are not interested 
in the real past, but in the present empirical data. In their pursuit of 
historical knowledge, they produce fictional models—an historical 
past. Lastly, several common caveats against historical antirealism 
are addressed. The historical antirealism is presented as a viable fic-
tionalist account of the historical inquiry that is capable of avoiding 
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sceptical attacks on historical method and it is argued that antireal-
ism allows history to retain its worth as a distinctive kind of scientific 
discipline. 

Keywords: Analytic philosophy of history; antirealism; evidence; ex-
planation; Goldstein; history; model. 

1. Outset 

 This paper aims to reassess the philosophical conceptions of historical 
inquiry, to identify some problematic ideas that are more or less present in 
contemporary philosophy of history (historical realism), to explore contro-
versial alternative (historical antirealism), its relations to fictionalism, and 
to highlight its possible merits. The paper proceeds by the introduction of 
the analytical philosophy of history followed by the assessment of historical 
realism and historical narrativism, which introduces fictional elements to 
the discourse. Then it moves to the preferred alternative—the historical 
antirealism and the final part answers the most common caveats against 
the historical antirealism.  
 A fictionalist approach to the wide range of entities involved in the 
process of scientific explanation is a notoriously attractive standpoint. Cer-
tain entities (e.g. highly idealised models of atoms, clusters of space bodies, 
social institutions, or historical periods) may be regarded as fictional by 
philosophers. Nonetheless, as long as these models1 allow scientists to 
achieve an understanding of our world and present phenomena, to test their 
assumptions or predictions by the means of controlled experiments, to ex-
plain various observations which are accommodated by the model, or to 
produce results affecting our daily practices, we generally consider these 
fictions to be useful and therefore vindicated. Fictional and idealised models 
are often in the very centre of scientific discussions and they are continu-
ously changed or adjusted to better account for the phenomena in question. 
This fluid nature of scientific models compels some philosophers to treat 

                                                 
1  Models in this paper are understood as ‘a work of fiction’ in the same sense as 
presented by Nancy Cartwright, see (Cartwright 1983, 153). For further discussions, 
see (Hartmann et al. eds. 2008).  
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them as fictional entities, relieved of the ontological burden, which play 
important roles in many scientific disciplines. 
 Fictional entities help scientists to apprehend and simplify complex sys-
tems, to make predictions, to mediate the fruits of their research process to 
the public, or they can be employed and utilised by other scientific disci-
plines. The very act of constituting a fictional entity is scarcely the final 
step for researchers to do, since creating a fiction is certainly not regarded 
as the goal of any scientific endeavour. However, some disciplines can 
become easily contested in this respect. A fictionalism and its associated 
issues are often brought up in relation to various disciplines that are focused 
on the past entities and events. This entails not only the history2 and 
historiography but also some natural sciences and subfields, like cosmogony, 
geology, evolutionary biology, etc.3 The former group is studied by philos-
ophers of history and philosophers of historiography,4 while the latter is the 
subject of the philosophy of science. The parallels between natural sciences 
and human history are continuously discussed by scientists and 
philosophers.5 At the same time, philosophers of historiography appreciate 

                                                 
2  By history in this paper I mean the discipline of history and historical inquiry, 
not the course of past events itself. Cf. (Tucker ed. 2009, 1–6). In this context, it is 
therefore meaningless to ask questions about the meaning of history, the destination 
of history, or about its predictive capabilities. The real course of past events will be 
referred to simply as the past.  
3  This idea is clearly expressed by David L. Hull for whom the cosmogony, geology, 
palaeontology, and human history ‘are the four most important historical disciplines’ 
(Hull 1975, 264). 
4  By philosophy of history or philosophy of historiography, I mean especially con-
temporary Anglo-Saxon philosophical tradition which aims at explaining the practice 
of history. This discipline is variously called analytic philosophy of history, episte-
mological philosophy of history, critical philosophy of history, or philosophy of his-
toriography. It is, therefore, very different from substantial or speculative philosophy 
of history, which entails authors like Francis Fukuyama, Arnold J. Toynbee, or Karl 
Marx. This paper does not focus on the speculative philosophy of history. 
5  The philosopher of biology David Hull and his 1975 article is a great example. 
He also joined discussions about the aims and methods of the history of science in 
(Hull 1979). Prominent evolutionary biologist Richard Lewontin also pointed out 
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the insight into scientific practices brought by prominent philosophers of 
science like N. Cartwright or W.V.O. Quine and they try to apply their 
conclusions to the history and historiography.6  
 The historical enterprise, its goals, methods, rules, merits, and limits—
all those lie in the centre of many philosophical disagreements. At first 
glance, it may seem trivial to claim that the history focuses on the past and 
the historians are supposed to discover and explain the past facts to their 
audience. Historians are interested in the actions of historical agents and 
they should mediate their reasoning to readers. They are supposedly meant 
to find the reasons for wars, revolutions, migrations, unexpected victories 
in elections, or economic crises. This entails the field of historical explana-
tion—the longstanding debate, which can trace its origins to the C.G. 
Hempel’s influential paper “The Function of General Laws in History” 
(Hempel 1942). Nonetheless, it has been contested that works of historians 
do not represent the most illustrious cases of covering law application.7 Still, 
the interest in the components of historical explanation lasts to these days, 
it often intersects the narrativist philosophy of history,8 and it is also echoed 

                                                 
striking similarities between human history and evolutionary biology in (Lewontin 
1991). See also (Wilkins 2009). 
6  Aviezer Tucker, an influential philosopher of historiography, draws a lot of in-
spiration from the philosophy of biology and he even joined their discussions; see 
paper (Tucker 2011). He also approaches the study of historiography with the con-
cept of Quine’s naturalized epistemology in mind; see (Tucker 2001, 49) or (Tucker 
2004, 9). M.G. Murphey mentions N. Cartwright as the important influence on his 
work and the reason for his abandonment of Hempelian paradigm; see (Murphey 
2009, x). The analytic philosopher Paul A. Roth also focuses both on natural sci-
ences, Quine’s intellectual legacy, and the narrativist philosophy of history at the 
same time. 
7  (Hempel 1942) was written by Hempel shortly after his emigration to the USA. 
This paper has drawn the attention of many Anglo-Saxon philosophers to the disci-
pline of history and it is discussed to this day. See (Mandelbaum 1961; Wright 1971; 
Murphey 1986), etc. Contemporary historical accounts of the analytic philosophy of 
history usually start with this paper and critical reaction to it, see (Ankersmit 1986; 
O’Sullivan 2006; Kuukkanen 2015).  
8  By narrativist philosophy, I refer to the philosophical tradition represented by 
W.B. Gallie, A.C. Danto, H. White, F. Ankersmit, etc.  
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in the discussions concerning historical explanation and the role of general 
laws in natural sciences.9 
 The narrativist philosophers of history often herald their own linguistic 
turn in the philosophy of history and they openly focus on the language 
historians use.10 The act of historical writing and the linguistic structure 
historians impose on the past stand in the centre of their attention. Narra-
tivists stress the choices historians make when presenting their accounts of 
historical events. Historical enterprise is basically a kind of literature and 
storytelling while a spatiotemporal and cultural background of the histo-
rian—storyteller vastly influences the final outcome. Narrativism thus al-
lows for a diversity of accounts we find in the field of history and historiog-
raphy and which we cannot easily disregard.  
 Nonetheless, even narrativist philosophers of history do require some 
connection to the past historians are writing about. In order to provide 
a narrative explanation, historians and scientists11 must possess some 
knowledge of the past events and facts that are chronologically ordered into 
sets, possibly in the form of singular factual statements. These basic sets 
are a necessary prerequisite for any narrative explanation and they are gen-
erally called “a chronicle” by narrativist philosophers.12 Term “chronicle,” 
meaning singular non-causal factual statements as a prerequisite for writing 
explanatory history or narrative, is also to be found in the works of Morton 
White (see White M. 2005, 40). 

                                                 
9  E.g. Alexander Rosenberg stresses the fact that historical explanation is a specific 
case of explanation in (Rosenberg 2007, 129–31); see also (Rosenberg 2000). Rosen-
berg is known for being strongly critical of “philosophers of history” and “history 
buffs,” however, his criticism usually pertains to the speculative philosophy of his-
tory and he does not refrain from borrowing concepts and distinctions from critical 
philosophy of history which is “a division of philosophy whose relevance to biology 
may now be apparent” (Rosenberg 2000, 151). 
10  An exemplary historical narrative of the narrativism and its development is pro-
vided by (Ankersmit 1986).  
11  Paul Roth argues that even evolutionary biology employs narrative explanations 
since every retrospective explanation (e.g. how an adaptive mutation came to be) is 
an essentially narrative explanation which must necessarily proceed by the chrono-
logical sequencing of preceding events, i.e. creating a narrative. See (Roth 2017). 
12  See (White H. 1973). For critical discussion, see (Murphey 2009, 103–34). 
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 The narrativist philosophers of history use the distinction between 
a chronicle and a story or history to highlight the main focus of their ap-
proach to historical enterprise. The mere chronological ordering of events 
does not constitute a proper historical account, it does not explain anything, 
and does not tell a story: 

The story transforms the events from the meaninglessness of their 
serial arrangement in a chronicle into a hypotactically arranged 
structure of occurrences about which meaningful questions (what, 
where, when, how, and why) can be asked. (White H. 1975, 59) 

Even Hayden White compares this task of historians to the creation of model: 

But this fashioning is a distortion of the whole factual field of 
which the discourse purports to be a representation—as is the 
case in all model-building. (White H. 1975, 60) 

This layer of model-building (the transformation of a chronicle into proper 
history) lies in the centre of narrativist’s attention and it does pose a truly 
fascinating theoretical issue on its own.  
 However, the very idea of a chronicle of past events, providing building 
blocks for historical narratives, should be particularly troubling for histori-
ans and scientists. Neither evolutionary biologists nor historians will ever 
have the full “chronicle” of past entities at their disposal. This chronicle 
itself could be considered as an idealisation or fiction and as such, it also 
begs an important question: How do we obtain the knowledge of the past 
events and entities? Is it a knowledge of the real past? Is a chronicle factual 
or already fictional? Consequently, the very same question pertains also to 
the discussion about historical explanation. It will be shown that this is not 
merely a question regarding the context of discovery of sole historical fact. 
On the contrary: it is a question about the more fundamental level of model-
building that precedes the formation of a chronicle. 

2. Historical realism and invitation for scepticism 

 Both narrativist philosophy of history and analytic philosophy of history 
still show some residual signs of naïve historical realism when accounting 
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for the discipline of history. This can be quite surprising in the case of 
narrativist philosophy, which does offer a more relativistic portrait of his-
torians exercising their liberties when writing historical narratives. In the 
words of Frank Ankersmit: “the historical narrative is a complex linguistic 
structure specially built for the purpose of showing part of the past” (An-
kersmit 1986, 19). At the same time, Ankersmit rejects naïve historical re-
alism as inherently flawed as well as the majority of contemporary philoso-
phers and theoreticians of history.13 
 Historical realism does invoke conception akin to the correspondence 
theory of truth. Historians are considered to be inquiring into the real past 
and the touchstone for their theories are real past events as they actually 
happened. This may even appear as an unproblematic statement: historians 
inform us about events, people, cities, buildings, pieces of art, organisms, 
and generally about the entities we encounter in everyday life and we con-
sider them to be real. None of these objects is abstract in any way and we 
do not require historians to describe Caesar as a real human with two legs 
and two arms so we can imagine him properly. The majority of historical 
events is observable in principle (see Murphey 2009, 10–14) and therefore 
we can imagine them as represented by historians and historical texts. Ac-
cording to the historical realists, historical explanation, in any of its form, 
is bound to explain the processes in the past.  
 On the other hand, nobody would ever claim that historians do have 
any mysterious access to the past.14 Historians do not time-travel and they 
                                                 
13  There are various philosophical approaches to a history that try to avoid naïve 
historical realism: Some philosophers of history do not consider the discussions about 
historical realism/antirealism relevant, see (Tucker 2001, 52), while others subscribe 
to moderate versions, like “constructivist realism,” see (Murphey 2009, 13). Maurice 
Mandelbaum could be portrayed as defending position akin to historical realism in 
the case of “general history”, but not in the case of “special histories” (Mandelbaum 
1977). Although historical realism is scarcely defended, there are some exceptions—
e.g. Sir Geoffrey Elton, an historian whose texts on the historical method are con-
sidered to favour historical realism. 
14  There is, of course, a rather problematic case of R.G. Collingwood and his notion 
of “re-enactment,” which is commonly interpreted as a metaphysical link to the 
thought of historical agents, through which historians can re-think or re-live the 
past, see e.g. (Tucker 2004, 200–207). However, there are also interpreters who  
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do not observe the events they are writing about. At the same time, they 
do not (generally speaking) conduct experiments. There are, of course, ex-
ceptions to both of these statements: historians can write about the events 
they themselves experienced (observed),15 they can work (in the case of 
recent history) with movie footage, or they can interview living witnesses.16 
They can even employ the methods of experimental archaeology which 
make use of laboratory equipment and modern methods to test and replicate 
various artefacts our ancestors were apparently using during their lifetime. 
Various types of chemical and spectrographic analyses of historical relicts 
are also widely used to recover significant data. All of these methods are 
genuinely historical, they are successfully and critically employed, and nei-
ther of these invites any fatal criticism which could uncover it as profoundly 
unscientific. However, none of these methods does interact directly with the 
real past in any way.  
 At the same time, many entities that are postulated by historians and 
that are said to affect past events are admittedly abstract constructs which 
defy precise definition. Ancient Greek philosophy is a common term in many 
texts inquiring into the history of philosophy. Nonetheless, it does not aspire 
to describe all Ancient Greeks who have ever philosophised. Neither does it 
seek to explain all present artefacts (especially texts) which are identified 
as instances of this philosophy. Historians of philosophy are rather trying 
to refine the contemporary notion itself upon the basis of a limited number 
of selected texts and the very process of selection of canonical texts is an 
argumentative strategy in itself (see Guéroult 1969). Unanimous consensus 
on the canonical texts and their interpretations does not exist but we can 
still talk about the Ancient Greek philosophy as influencing future texts, 

                                                 
understand Collingwood more in lines with constructivism and even antirealism; see 
(Nielsen 1981), (Dussen 2012), or (Goldstein 1996). 
15  However, simply “remembering something” is definitely not the same as “having 
an historical account of something.” Historical inquiry entails critical approach to 
evidence and memories of witnesses or historians can be used as such evidence. 
16  The oral history has come a long way since the time of Herodotus. Interviewing 
witnesses and contemporaries is now a highly systematic process which takes a heed 
of other disciplines, including psychology, in order to filter out possible personal 
biases, etc.  
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authors, or ideas. Many terms commonly used to denote specific periods 
like the Renaissance, the Cold War, the Thaw, or the Thirty Years’ War 
have been analysed by the philosophers of history. These colligatory terms 
help us to make the past more comprehensible, even though their clear 
delimitation is not firmly given.17 
 Some philosophers have tried to answer the caveats against historical 
realism by compromise. Maurice Mandelbaum established a distinction be-
tween general history and special histories (Mandelbaum 1977, 162–65). He 
holds that general history is interested in the continual existence of a society 
(e.g. France), while special histories (e.g. French literature of certain period) 
are interested in the collection of separate works, whose identification is 
theory-laden. These considerations lead him to a conclusion that special 
histories cannot claim objectivity in any way. However, the claim that his-
torians recognise societies as entities having continuous existence has been 
contested by other philosophers of history.18 Michael Oakeshott directly 
states that it is easy for philosophers to challenge even the seemingly un-
ambiguous notions like England since the subject of history is not a datum 
but it is established in the course of historical inquiry and the identification 
of its subject is entirely in the hands of the historian (Oakeshott 2004, 404–
406). Contemporary historical accounts of any European country are nar-
ratives of many different societies that were radically changing as well as 
their own understanding of historical identity and continuity. Some ancient 
societies are even notoriously difficult to identify as continuous entities since 
they have left only a neglectable amount of traces and their exact identity 
is a mystery (e.g. many Mesoamerican cultures). Interestingly, Mandelbaum 
does not mention historical agents as entities having continuous existence 
in time, and persons are usually studied in relation to their society (Man-
delbaum 1977, 207–208). 
 The discussions concerning the historical realism are also reflected in the 
contemporary debates about historical representationalism and historical 
non-representationalism which have inherited many recurring issues. 
Comprehensive account showing the development of this debates was 
                                                 
17  The concept of colligatory terms is a persistent topic in analytic philosophy of 
history. For the most recent overview see (Kuukkanen 2015, 97–115). 
18  See direct attack on Mandelbaum’s distinction by (Goldstein 1986, 84–87).  
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provided by Eugen Zeleňák (see Zeleňák 2018). His overview of more radical 
historical representationalism follows:  

According to this view, historical works should correspond to the 
past, if not perfectly, then at least as faithfully as possible. There 
should be no subjective preconceptions, no prejudicial intrusions, 
and no unnecessary external factors entering the process of learn-
ing about the past. Historical works should give us (relatively) 
direct access to the past. (Zeleňák 2018, 118) 

Although the idea of an historian as a scientist who is uncovering, reporting, 
and explaining the past may seem unproblematic at first glance, we can see 
that many philosophers have denounced this option. The criticism of the idea 
of historical realism may seem like a direct consequence of sceptical reason-
ing—the past is gone; therefore, we cannot know it. It does apparently stem 
from the fact that our knowledge of the past is limited by the available evi-
dence which suffers from information decay over time. Consequently, since 
we cannot access the past directly and since we do not generally possess all 
necessary evidence, we cannot fully know what really happened in the real 
past. Thus, according to historical realism, significant portions of history as 
a discipline and science would be seriously restricted or even rendered impos-
sible. However, we can clearly see that this is not the case. Historians and 
other scientists are successful in creating theories and narratives which have 
significant explanatory value, despite the fact they are not explaining the past 
events and entities themselves. It is actually the historical realism itself that 
invites scepticism about the historical methodology and their findings. Setting 
the real past as a touchstone for historical inquiry is to expose many (if not 
all) historical theories and narratives to justifiable criticism for being too 
speculative. In some cases, we may have overwhelming evidence at our dis-
posal and we may be convinced that some statements about the real past are 
beyond doubt, however, this does not hold for a vast amount of historical 
narratives and does not account for diverse historical narratives or theories 
of “the same” subject. Even the partial realism (e.g. Mandelbaum’s distinc-
tion between objective general history and relative special histories) seems to 
share these issues. Should we abandon the historical realism, what alterna-
tives do we have? Can we imagine history without the past? We will now 
explore the possible merits of historical antirealism. 
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3. Historical antirealism and banishment of the past 

 To say that the discipline of history is not interested in the past may 
seem counter-intuitive and even fatal to historians and philosophers.  
To fully appreciate historical antirealism, several issues must be clarified 
first:  

(1) Historical antirealism is not a negative claim about the ontological 
status of the real past. It only states that the real past is not a subject 
of historical inquiry and the ontological status of entities is not a press-
ing subject for historians to discuss. It is both possible to hold some 
kind of realism about the past and entities in the past and to be an 
historical antirealist, claiming that this real past is not the subject of 
the discipline of history. It is relieved of burdensome realistic load.  

(2) Historical antirealism is not saying that anything goes in the field of 
history. Historians are bound to provide explanations and these expla-
nations must adhere to similar epistemic virtues (e.g. coherence, sim-
plicity, scope, accuracy, etc.) as explanations in other areas of human 
knowledge. Historians are also limited by available data and accepted 
evidence. There is, of course, space for competing theories and disa-
greements among historians, however, this does not mean that histor-
ical inquiry is not a highly specialised form of knowledge that expands 
its achievements. 

(3) Historical antirealism is not limited to only some aspects of historical 
disciplines. It aims to encompass historical explanations, historical nar-
ratives, historical writing, historical research and its methods, histori-
cal representation, and various historical disciplines, including ancil-
lary disciplines, and fields. It includes the history of ancient pottery as 
well as poetry, it includes national political histories and the history 
of modern philosophy. In other words, it does not accept Mandel-
baum’s distinction between general history and special histories and it 
strives to be inclusive, not exclusive. 

 Historical antirealism does not focus solely on the final products of his-
torians that are intended for a wider audience. This was, according to L.J. 
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Goldstein, the common mistake made by both the covering law theoreti-
cians and the narrativist philosophers of history alike. The history is not 
exclusively about writing and explaining. Before we can explain the French 
Revolution or write about the Peloponnesian War we must first establish 
them as historical entities. This is done by identifying relevant data, classi-
fication of evidence, source criticism, or by employing many other methods, 
available to the historian.  
 Goldstein criticised the narrativist philosophers of history and the ana-
lytic philosophers of history for not going beyond the texts and textbooks 
historians produce. It is true that historical texts are the most visible to 
non-historian consumers, however, they do not reveal what is unique about 
the historical enterprise as the way of knowing. He coined the distinction 
between the superstructure of history (the finished product, usually in nar-
rative form, intended for layman consumers) and the infrastructure of his-
tory (methods and reasoning employed by historians in the course of their 
inquiry). Goldstein argued that philosophers have focused almost exclu-
sively on the superstructure of history and ignored the infrastructure of 
history (Goldstein 1976, 139–82). The discipline of history is not about ex-
plaining the pre-given sets of facts about the past, it is not about framing 
the individual parts of chronicle into a single narrative. On the contrary, 
historians constitute the historical past (i.e. not the real past) before they 
can explain it or interpret it. This constitution of an historical past is an 
intellectual activity that is largely dependent on the evidence contemporary 
historians can identify and utilize, on the accepted procedures of historical 
inquiry, and on the current status of historical knowledge or discourse. The 
real past is virtually thrown out of the equation by historical antirealism 
and the roles of contemporary methods of scientific historiography and com-
munity of historians are stressed. Discussing Collingwood’s Roman Britain 
and his conclusion from the solitary gravestone to the presence of the Irish 
colony (colony that “he called to the existence”), Goldstein states:  

It is all well and good to say that Collingwood’s statement is true 
only if there really was such a colony, but that is to say something 
that has no consequence for historical inquiry; it simply expresses 
the hope that historical past is identical with the real past. (Gold-
stein 1996, 334) 



Historical Realism and the Past as a Fictional Model 647 

Organon F 26 (4) 2019: 635–659 

It is clear that the act of postulating the entire colony from a single grave-
stone as a piece of evidence is not simply an abstraction since it rather adds 
than abstracts. 
 Historical past resembles the antirealist conception of fictional models 
in science in a striking manner. It is created by the professionals to explain 
specified sets of present (encountered) phenomena. The Goldstein’s point 
can be made even more illustrative if we apply it to the non-textual histor-
ical models. It is true that the stereotypical output of historical inquiry is 
a book or an article. However, we can easily encounter small-scale spatial 
models of historical cities like Prague in the 14th century. Such model is 
supposed to represent the highly idealised state of the specific city in the 
specific historical past, although it is not an exact full-scale reconstruction, 
neither it aims to represent everything exactly as it was in the real past 
since such accuracy is not attainable or even desirable. Individual building 
blocks of the model are fictional, abstract, and highly idealised. Nonetheless, 
various parts of the given model are based upon the evidence of a different 
kind. Some buildings may be included in the model on the basis of available 
written records or, usually incomplete, archaeological findings. Other struc-
tures may have survived to this day, although their appearance in the model 
may have been adjusted according to other relevant evidence. Provided we 
are admiring such model in a museum, some pieces of empirical data iden-
tified as an evidence are usually located nearby and they are basically sub-
stituting the role of footnotes in historical texts. The models of historical 
cities in the past can explain to us why the contemporary centre of the city 
is suddenly cut in half by the old fortification. At the same time, we can 
seek an explanation of some relations between various entities that become 
apparent in the model, for example, the locations of certain specialised 
structures (i.e. a division of city’s quarters) or their relative distances. Such 
model does account for an available and identified evidence, however, does 
it really have to correspond to some particular state of the city in the real 
past? This suggestion, once again, expresses the hope that the historical 
past is identical with the real past, but it is of no consequence to historical 
research. Should we encounter new, previously unidentified, evidence, we 
are of course inclined to change the model of the city and the historical 
past. Nonetheless, we do so only to account for the evidence and its relation 
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to the model, we are not changing the real past, nor we are strengthening 
our correspondence to it. Historical facts change in time, while the real past 
does not. As Derek Turner states, discussing a similar example from the 
biology, in his book Making Prehistory: 

Understood in this way, the conclusion is true, but it poses no 
threat to constructivism. On this first interpretation, to say that 
one fact is in the past relative to another is to say that that the 
first fact was a fact at an earlier time, and that the second fact 
was a fact at a later time. (Turner 2007, 153) 

 The primary aim of the historian is not to explain the past, but to consti-
tute the model based on the present findings, and to explain the various parts 
of this model. Historians thus inquire into the present, not into the past. The 
historians do not usually doubt that Caesar was a real person since there is 
no overwhelming evidence implying that we should think otherwise. It is even 
better to say, that historians do not ponder over the existence of Caesar since 
that is not part of their work. Their task is to explain the substantial number 
of artefacts, texts, or relicts that are known to us. This explanation entails 
dealing with the fact that some evidence relevant to the given subject in the 
constituted model might be contradictory, however, this does not interfere 
with the possibility of producing a unified historical and critical account. 
Nonetheless, provided we want to produce comprehensive and detailed biog-
raphy of Caesar and we seek to overcome contradictory evidence, we must 
accept that our overarching image of Caesar is just a useful fiction that helps 
us to accommodate contemporary data. In other cases, fragmented evidence 
seemingly referring to the same person may be disregarded as too vague and 
contradictory, therefore hindering the historical inquiry. Such cases can be 
described by historians as more legendary than historical characters. When 
we refer to an historical agent, we, in fact, refer to an entity inside a model 
(a constituted historical past). This is not the result of an historical charac-
ter’s demise, but of fragmentary and often contradictory nature of historical 
evidence that is treated by historians who are often producing vastly diverg-
ing accounts of historical agents. Diverse historiographical texts and interpre-
tations are also portraying still living characters and it could be even said 
that their authors engage in debates with their contenders by putting forward 
pieces of evidence and arguing historically. Historical agents are evaluated 
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and described by the hypothetical references to their intentions and according 
to the impact they supposedly have on the historical past. Those are, how-
ever, later constructs.  
 The historians are fully aware of their dependence on the present evi-
dence and its theory-laden identification. The following passage from the 
contemporary book on Ancient Greek history and on the life of Spartan 
kings Agis and Cleomenes III nicely illustrates the point. I believe that the 
passage is worth quoting at full length: 

Written, documentary texts that might correct or supplement the 
opposed tendencies of the two principal literary sources are very 
thin on the ground. Numismatic and other material testimony 
tends in this case to illustrate and sometimes illuminate the lit-
erary picture rather than form the basis for an alternative ac-
count. This is partly because of the selective nature of the data 
we have. For example, the absence of archaeological corrobora-
tion of the literary picture of private affluence cannot be used to 
overthrow it, given the lack of finds from graves or private dwell-
ings in Sparta. In short, the evidentiary situation is such that too 
often we cannot say for certain what events actually occurred or 
in what order, and usually we can only attempt to guess why. 
The immense modern bibliography on Agis and Cleomenes may 
suitably reflect the objective and symbolic importance of their 
reigns but it is inversely proportional to our sure knowledge of 
them. (Cartledge et al. 2005, 35–36) 

The authors are aware of the fact that limited evidence underdetermines 
the results of their inquiry and that their conclusions are not infallible, 
however, there is still a substantial amount of empirical data present and 
it demands an explanation. Historical evidence can be explained only his-
torically by constituting appropriate historical past (appropriate model), 
otherwise, it will remain unexplained.  
 Since the historical antirealism considers history to be an inquiry into 
the present world and since the historical past is a fiction explaining present 
phenomena, we must necessarily ask what phenomena and objects are eli-
gible for historical explanation. During the second half of the twentieth 
century, historians started to inquire into a virtually unlimited number of 
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possible topics. Almost any aspect of human life may be subjected to the 
historical inquiry: the history of sexuality, history of sports, history of com-
puting, history of comics, etc. At the same time, an historical explanation 
may have a very mundane form: if we want to explain e.g. a hammer to 
a child, we may say that it is a blunt tool that is used for driving nails into 
the wood. However, when we are confronted with a type of tool that is not 
used today in everyday life, we seek a different kind of explanation. We 
need to refer to the historical past (not the real past) and to the fictional 
people that were using this tool in the course of some activates. This process 
of identifying something as an historical evidence was nicely captured by 
Goldstein in one of his early works:  

When we say that the starting point is the evidence, we mean only 
that the suspicion that there were events is suggested by the fact 
that there are present certain things which seem not to fit into the 
present context of culture and life: writings which most of us 
cannot read, coins which will buy nothing at the grocery, ruins of 
buildings and of entire cities, and so on. (Goldstein 1969, 176) 

 If we positively identify something as the relict of the inaccessible past 
and if we are able to fit this relict into some timeline (e.g. with the help 
of chemical analysis), we may then look for other instances of the same 
type of artefact, which would belong to other periods we use for classifi-
cation of evidence. Once again it is seen that history explains the present 
world, not the past itself. The world would go on even without the histo-
rians. Nonetheless, without a systematic field of knowledge dedicated to 
the relicts and traces of the past, we would ascribe the ruins of Roman 
spas to the dwarves or other mythical beings. Historians would generally 
agree that they cannot predict the future in the same manner that spec-
ulative philosophers of history claim to do, however, they may have the 
ability to predict where to find some previously unidentified evidence on 
the basis of another piece of evidence. Upon establishing some prior  
hypothesis, historians often know which archives they should visit in their 
search for further evidence.19 

                                                 
19  A detailed overview and analysis of such occurrences can be found in (Murphey 
2009, 40–46). 
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 The historical past consists of fictional, abstract, and idealised entities 
we may call historical facts. Historical facts are not created independent of 
each other and hermetically sealed inside a factual chronicle20 which needs 
explanation or retelling. On the contrary, when constituting an historical 
fact, historian already constitutes it in relation to other historical facts. The 
idea of past facts, suspended in some kind of ideal chronicle, waiting for the 
historian to explain them or to devise a narrative around them, is not only 
unattainable, but also misleading. Historical facts are definitely not atomic, 
historians do not simply build their stories from the sole pre-given blocks 
and do not explain isolated events by connecting them to others through 
the help of covering laws. When referring to historical facts, we actually 
refer to objects in models, not in reality.21 Only the past emerged in this 
process of the historical constitution can become the subject of further in-
tellectual endeavour: 

There are, of course, interesting things to be done with a past 
already emerged. One could explain it; or one could interpret 
it. And one could contemplate it in the belief that it must surely 
contain lessons for us that may be put to use as we seek  
to confront our present and effect our future. (Goldstein 1986, 
83) 

 Nonetheless, it is true that historian approaches his subject equipped 
with the preliminary knowledge of the current discourse among the histori-
ans. Historians are not constituting their models from scratch and without 
any relation to other models currently accepted in the community of histo-
rians. Historians may seek to re-examine the phenomena accepted as evi-
dence, they may strive to expand the accepted historical theories, or they 
may try to offer vastly different model meant to explain similar sets of 
phenomena. This discursive aspect of history as a discipline was only hinted 
at in the works of Goldstein, however, contemporary philosophers of history 
(not necessarily antirealists) are becoming progressively more aware of this 

                                                 
20  The idea of chronicle could be considered as inert since it is described as a “mere” 
collection of meaningless and weltering facts. See (White H. 1975). 
21  See a similar statement about the models in physics in (Cartwright 1984, 129). 
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aspect pertaining to the historical inquiry.22 As historians begin to sprout 
an interest in new topics like the history of women in politics, history of 
toys, or history of sports, new and previously unidentified (though availa-
ble) pieces of evidence become evident. Once again, we may say that his-
torical inquiry is essentially a contemporary inquiry (done by contemporary 
agents with the help of contemporary tools) into the present (inquiring into 
the present data labelled as evidence) while producing models explaining 
the present phenomena through the constitution of historical past. Contem-
porary agents who conduct this inquiry are present-day historians and they 
are working within the boundaries of their discipline. There are, of course, 
disagreements concerning certain peripheral subjects which cannot be easily 
resolved by calling out the evidence. This is because the evidence only un-
derdetermines the theory or narrative in some cases. However, as Aviezer 
Tucker points out, there is a significant consensus among the historians 
about central issues. Tucker devoted a lot of thought to the task of defining 
the consensus as an epistemically significant factor: “Consensus in a uniquely 
heterogeneous, large, and uncoerced group of historians is a likely indicator 
of knowledge” (Tucker 2004, 39). 
 Historical antirealists could easily accept this statement, although they 
would swiftly deny that the knowledge indicated in such a way is knowledge 
of the past. It does rather imply that such knowledge encompasses the pre-
sent artefacts and relicts and it does offer the best possible explanation of 
them in the form of a fictional historical past.  
 Disagreements between historians are about the proper treatment and 
assessment of the evidence. The competing models of historical pasts often 
explain the similar sets of present phenomena, however, the appropriate 
assessment of relevant evidence and its exact role in the course of the his-
torical constitution is not a trivial task. A good example of the fluid nature 
of historical evidence could be the case of literary forgeries that have  
appeared in Europe during the 19th century that were intended to promote 
the patriotism and nationalism, like The Dvůr Králové and Zelená Hora 
manuscripts, found in 1817 and 1819 respectively. These forgeries have  
                                                 
22  Recently, a Finnish philosopher of history Jouni-Matti Kuukkanen has drawn at-
tention to the discursive and argumentative side of historical endeavour. His current 
research focuses on the microhistorical epistemology; see (Kuukkanen 2017, 118). 
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depicted the heroic past of the Czech nation and provided a narrative that 
showed currently subdued nation as proud, civilised, and free people sharing 
a long and glorious history. At first, these carefully forged manuscripts had 
been taken as authentic relicts of the past and they did fuel Czech National 
Revival. However, by the 1880s, the authenticity of both documents was 
mostly rejected. This was achieved by analysing the grammatical and met-
rical structure of the text as well as by the extensive historical research and 
comparative studies. The forgeries thus ceased to be an evidence about the 
glorious past of the Czech nation and they become the evidence in the nar-
rative about Czech National Revival illustrating the desperate strive of 
Czech intellectuals to codify the national identity. Forged manuscripts are 
still an historical evidence and historians can still utilize them to create 
a model of Czech National Revival, a model that explains a vast number of 
diverse texts (novels, poetry, textbooks, historiography, dictionaries, etc.) and 
artefacts from the 19th century but, on the other hand, it would be entirely 
inappropriate to include these texts when constituting the historical past of 
the 9th century Bohemia when taken at face value. There are, of course, other 
unresolved issues available to the historians of Czech National Revival, they 
can try to explain the motives behind the forgeries, they can ponder about 
the ethical issues involved, however, no historian of early medieval Bohemia 
finds this piece of evidence relevant to the contemporary research. 
 We can summarise historical antirealism as a thesis that the discipline 
of history is interested in explaining the present phenomena (texts, 
artefacts) that require the postulation of historical past to be fully 
explained. This historical past is a model or set of models created by histo-
rians based on the empirical data identified as an evidence. Historians pro-
ceed by discovering and identifying new pieces of evidence as well as by 
adjusting the models to account for previously unaccounted data which 
could be explained historically.  

4. Caveats against historical antirealism 

 It is important to address several common caveats raised against 
historical antirealism. I will try to answer some of them that may have been 
the most obvious in the course of this study. 



654  David Černín 

Organon F 26 (4) 2019: 635–659 

 The crucial issue of historical antirealism is that its rejection of the real 
past as the touchstone for historical inquiry may seem unwarranted, radical, 
and unnecessary. We often feel that we know what happened in the past. 
We generally do not doubt that the Thirty Years’ War started in 1618, we 
never question that Abraham Lincoln was a real man, and we would not 
deny the usefulness of concepts like the Middle Ages or the Renaissance. 
However, this very fact that historical antirealism seems so counter-intuitive 
to us is a result of our unreflected reliance upon the outcomes of historical 
inquiry. We are accustomed to the history textbooks and canonical historical 
narratives, but we cannot claim to know the real past. It could be even 
exaggerated that we are so immersed in historical narratives, that we do 
not see the real inquiry behind the history. Historians do not directly report 
the real past to us, they report the results of their interaction with evidence 
and of their critical thinking about the past they have constituted. Histor-
ical antirealism is not motivated by scepticism about the discipline of his-
tory. On the contrary, it is motivated by the wish to ward off this scepticism 
and to show history as a scientific discipline in its own right.  
 Proponents of historical antirealism are sometimes accused of cherry-
picking the examples from the distant past that better suit their theory (see 
e.g. Nowell-Smith 1977, 4). I can easily see this caveat raised against this 
paper as well. However, the choice of such examples is motivated by the 
wish to provide comprehensive and illustrative examples of inquiries where 
the lack of evidence highlights the very importance of evidence-identifica-
tion and its treatment. Even when assessing the memories of living wit-
nesses during the interviews or even when utilising video or audio record-
ings, historians must remain critical and aware of historical methods. It 
would be a mistake to submit to the illusion that now they know all the 
relevant facts about the real past event in question. The surplus of contra-
dictory evidence may even complicate matters. At the same time, the 
cherry-picking should not be a pressing concern, provided all the selected 
examples are true instances of historical inquiry and historical method. If 
analytic philosophers of history wish to explain the historical practice, they 
should consider all instances of historical inquiry equally, especially in the 
case that given field of history is accepted by the contemporary community 
of historians.  



Historical Realism and the Past as a Fictional Model 655 

Organon F 26 (4) 2019: 635–659 

 Philosophers of science could raise an objection that we are talking about 
the context of discovery,23 and ignoring the more philosophically interesting 
context of justification. However, the context of discovery would imply that 
something is discovered in the process of historical inquiry and that is not 
the case according to the historical antirealism. The past is not discovered, 
the historical past is constituted in order to explain the data discovered 
before or in the course of an historical inquiry. It would be more appropriate 
to talk about the context of a constitution. The context of discovery more 
likely refers to the discovery of artefacts or texts themselves. 
 The last pressing matter, I would like to address is that by giving up 
the real past, we are potentially rejecting the value of history as a discipline. 
If the historical past is fiction, how can we derive any lessons from it? Why 
should we conduct the historical inquiry? 
 Apart from the fact that we often derive lessons from fictions and fa-
bles24 and that many philosophers warned us not to look for some hidden 
wisdom in history, I would like to claim, that history is even more valuable 
for historical antirealism since it does explain our world here and now. It is 
true, that we cannot generally use this fictional knowledge to predict the 
future or to utilise the findings practically, but we still gain some non-trivial 
knowledge about the world unattainable in any other way. History can be 
thus valued as the discipline whose subject is not dead in the past, but it is 
still present in our time. It does not necessarily follow, that without the 
history we would be committed to making the same mistakes as our ances-
tors, but without it, we would have certainly lived in the world where many 
artefacts and texts would be unaccounted for and our knowledge of the 
world would be seriously lacking. Even if the historical past that historians 
present to us is a fictional past, it is still modelled upon the relevant em-
pirical evidence and this process is guided by the highly systematic proce-
dures of the historical discipline. Moreover, the outlined version of historical 
antirealism is much akin to the philosophical pragmatism since it is con-
cerned with the actual historical practice, the methods of inquiry, and the 

                                                 
23  A similar claim is raised in relation to Paul Roth’s non-representationalism by 
Zeleňák (2018, 125). 
24  See Cartwright’s distinction between the fables and their morals in comparison 
to models (Cartwright 1999, 36–40). 
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gathering of evidence. Pragmatist considerations are currently being 
explored by contemporary philosophers of history as they are inquiring into 
the discourse of professional historians.25 
 Although the discipline of history is naturally understood as an inquiry 
into the past, it proves to be difficult to maintain the direct link between 
the contemporary historians and the real event they are supposed to exam-
ine, explain, or simply describe. Rather, historians are producing fictional 
models that are meant to explain present empirical data that would be 
otherwise inexplicable without the constitution of fictional entities. These 
entities involve not only abstractions, generalisations, or classifications of 
historical periods but also the historical agents and events themselves. His-
torical realism does suffer from the dangers of sceptical objections and crit-
icism. Historical antirealism, though counter-intuitive at first sight, allows 
historians to retain their competences, to employ various methods, includ-
ing experimental archaeology or oral history, to produce a broad range of 
representations, and to successfully pursue various topics through diverse 
historical subdisciplines. History is shown as an essential field of scientific 
knowledge that proves its value as an important type of inquiry into our 
contemporary world. Even though we may consider historical interpreta-
tions, theories, or narratives fictional, they are still useful fictions and with-
out them, we would be robbed of large parts of knowledge we possess about 
the world.  
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