What did Danto show?


Abstract
Arthur Danto famously identified what he claimed was a “differentiating feature of historical knowledge”: that in some cases, what past events explain can never be known at the time they occur but rather only much later. This case for historical exceptionalism remains extremely influential. But I think wrongly so. I argue that Danto does not establish any significant epistemological difference between historical and other sciences, nor between Danto cases and other cases. Nor is any special theory of explanation required for his cases. In seeing why not, we understand more clearly the significance of metaphysical indeterminacy and conceptual plurality.


1. Introduction: Danto’s challenge
Over six decades ago, Arthur Danto famously identified what he claimed was a “differentiating feature of historical knowledge”.[footnoteRef:1] He introduces the thought experiment of the Ideal Chronicler. This Chronicler has perfect contemporary information. It knows all events as they happen and therefore can write a comprehensive and accurate record of all that occurs up to and including its own time – an Ideal Chronicle. Would such a Chronicle be the ideal culmination of historians’ work, something to which they should aspire? Danto memorably shows that it would not, because it is inevitably deficient as a piece of history. Why? Because the Chronicler does not know the future. [1:  Danto 1962, 146.] 


To use Danto’s own example, ‘the Thirty Years War begins’ is not a statement that could have been made in 1618, when that war began, because the war’s subsequent 30 years’ duration could not have been known then. Although an Ideal Chronicle of 1618 would accurately record the war-triggering event (usually agreed to be the Third Defenestration of Prague), it would miss what now seems that event’s main historical significance – that it triggered a war of 30 years. Danto offers several similar cases. Isaac Newton’s birth, for instance, could have been marked by an Ideal Chronicle only as just another birth rather than as the birth of a famous scientist, because Newton’s eminence lay in the future.

Danto defines a narrative sentence to be a description of an event that includes reference to later events. Such sentences are necessarily retrospective, so an Ideal Chronicle may not include them because it cannot be certain of the future. Yet they are central to historical work, Danto argues. An Ideal Chronicle is therefore inadequate as history, despite its complete contemporary knowledge. 

[bookmark: _Hlk219561699]With all this, I agree. Many philosophers have taken Danto’s arguments to show a profound historical exceptionalism: narrative sentences “belong to stories which historians alone can tell.”[footnoteRef:2] The reason is they indicate that history’s very subject matter is distinctively unstable. Any historical event unavoidably comes to us framed in a certain way, and this framing may change with subsequent experience, sometimes crucially so. “Historical events only exist as events under a description, and descriptions continuously emerge and change retrospectively … [Danto] makes vivid and compelling a reason why our human relationship to history will always be dynamic and not static. For the passage of time inevitably reveals truths about the significance of past times not knowable at those moments.”[footnoteRef:3] This feature of historical events is claimed to introduce an unscientific arbitrariness to our study of them. Danto himself wrote: “Completely to describe an event is to locate it in all the right stories, and this we cannot do. We cannot because we are temporally provincial with regard to the future … The complete description then presupposes a narrative organization, and narrative organization is something that we do ... [it] logically involves us with an inexpungeable subjective factor. There is an element of sheer arbitrariness in it.”[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Mink 1968, 690.]  [3:  Roth 2017a, 400.]  [4:  Danto 1965, 142.] 


Danto’s arguments are not specific to human history. They extend to historical sciences more broadly.

Within philosophy of history, Danto retains great influence.[footnoteRef:5] He is widely thought to have demonstrated a feature of historical work that is both distinctive and important. But I will argue against this weight of opinion. I begin by presenting a range of Danto-like cases from science, both historical and otherwise.  [5:  Recent work to which Danto is central includes Roth and Beatty 2024, Roth 2024, Virmajoki 2025, and Ferrando 2026.] 



2. Danto cases in science
Suppose that a biological population splits. Will the splinter group eventually form a new species? That cannot be known for many generations. Therefore, whether the initial split is a speciation event also cannot be known for many generations. As Daniel Dennett writes, speciation “has a curious property: you can’t tell that it is occurring at the time it occurs! You can only tell much later that it has occurred, retrospectively crowning an event when you discover that its sequels have a certain property.”[footnoteRef:6] Such a retrospective coronation is a Danto case. Even an Ideal Chronicler with full contemporary information cannot know the significance of a speciation event as it happens.  [6:  Dennett 1995, 96.] 


Consider next, Charles Darwin’s account of his 1831 field trip to north Wales with Adam Sedgwick:

We spent many hours in Cwm Idwal, examining all the rocks with extreme care, as Sedgwick was anxious to find fossils in them; but neither of us saw a trace of the wonderful glacial phenomena all around us; we did not notice the plainly scored rocks, the perched boulders, the lateral and terminal moraines. Yet these phenomena are so conspicuous that, as I declared in a paper published many years afterwards in the 'Philosophical Magazine' (in 1842), a house burnt down by fire did not tell its story more plainly than did this valley.

The story is usually taken to illustrate the theory-ladenness of observation, which it does. But it does more than that. One description of that day’s events is that they gave evidence to Darwin and Sedgwick of fossils. A different description is that they gave evidence of glacial valleys. But Darwin became aware of this second description only much later. The connection to Danto cases is that, as with them, the same event may be described in more than one way. The Chronicler, or scientist, initially is aware of one description and becomes aware of a second description only subsequently, yet for many purposes this second description is better. An event’s full significance – in the Darwin example, the evidence it gave of glacial valleys – becomes evident only with hindsight.

Similar examples abound. Many old astronomical photographs turn out to include images of a black hole – but before anyone recognized those for what they were. Like Darwin in the glacial valleys or the Ideal Chronicler at the start of the Thirty Years War, the original viewers of these photographs could not appreciate their true significance. Events can be described perspicuously only if the required concepts are known. In social science, too, the most perspicuous description of an event is commonly unknown to contemporary observers, as when the economic consequences of a ban on some product are not appreciated, or when people are misled by fraud. This phenomenon may be systematic – both the Marxist theory of false consciousness and Miranda Fricker’s theory of hermeneutic injustice predict that agents often cannot describe events in the most perspicuous way.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Lukács 1923, Fricker 2007.] 



3. Explanatory trickiness and its causes
What do these examples show? To answer, we need some conceptual groundwork. Recall that Danto spoke of a “differentiating feature of historical knowledge” – that is, he makes a claim about historical work’s epistemology. In common with Danto and his supporters, the epistemological goal I will focus on is warrant for explanation. Other epistemological goals, such as warrant for predictions and interventions, are not usually the goals of historians, except as hypothetical claims that are derivative of explanations (if the defenestration in Prague had not happened, then…). The relation between explanation and understanding, meanwhile, is much debated, but I will not discuss understanding separately because in our examples it always tracks explanation anyway.

The feature of explanation that is relevant here I will label by explanatory trickiness. Danto emphasizes that the explanatory significance of an event X at time t may be unknown at t and become evident only at a later time t+1, even when we have full contemporary information at t. Even to an Ideal Chronicler, it could become evident only much later that the defenestration in Prague triggered the Thirty Years War. This shortfall is what Danto claims is distinctive about historical work. The contrast Danto has in mind is with (non-historical) science, where he maintains that if we have full contemporary information, we do not have such a shortfall. (I return to this claim about science below.)

Why explanatory ‘trickiness’ rather than, say, explanatory ‘ignorance’? Because explanatory ignorance can be caused by mere ignorance of the current facts, i.e., just by not having full contemporary information. Indeed, this is the usual cause of not knowing what explains what. Danto cases are interesting because there is explanatory ignorance even when we do have full contemporary information. Explanatory trickiness is a special kind of explanatory ignorance – a kind which, according to Danto, is specific to historical work.

Next, let us distinguish between two different causes of explanatory trickiness. The first is metaphysical indeterminacy. Given some assumptions about the philosophy of time (which Danto discusses at length and which I will not dispute here), in 1618 it is not yet determinate whether the defenestration in Prague explains the start of the Thirty Years War. Similarly, in Dennett’s example, it is not yet determinate at the time of a population split whether this split explains a speciation event. In both cases, it is only later that these things do become determinate. Just as Danto and Dennett point out, such metaphysical indeterminacy means that an event’s explanatory significance may not be knowable until a later time, even with full contemporary information. So, such metaphysical indeterminacy creates explanatory trickiness.

Metaphysical indeterminacy is not present in our other examples, though. In the Darwin case, there already were the effects of a glacial valley. Similarly, it already was determinate that the astronomical photographs were of a black hole, and that some social mechanism was at work that false consciousness or hermeneutic injustice was causing agents to miss. In all these examples, the problem is not that the relevant features were not yet determinate. Rather, it is that agents were not aware of them.

This leads us to the second cause of explanatory trickiness: conceptual innovation. Black holes were unknown at the time of the old astronomical photographs. As a result, the explanations that black holes provide were likewise unknown and became apparent only later. This required innovation – of the concept of a black hole. Similarly, conceptual innovation creates explanatory trickiness in the false consciousness and hermeneutic injustice examples. With hermeneutic injustice, for instance, in the past an agent might not have possessed the concept of sexual harassment (to use one of Fricker’s main examples). If such harassment is the salient explanation of an event, agents can know this salient explanation only after the concept of sexual harassment has been innovated. Without it, they are stuck. Thus, again, explanatory trickiness: full contemporary information but explanatory ignorance.

Note – I understand ‘full contemporary information’ to be consistent with having a conceptual repertoire that is incomplete. According to this usage, one can be considered to have full information about a photograph or a social interaction, for example, even while not having the concept of a black hole or of sexual harassment. Since the number of possible concepts is indefinite, this seems to me a reasonable usage, but if desired, phrases other than ‘full contemporary information’ can be substituted.

Our two factors are distinct. A table illustrates how either alone is enough to cause explanatory trickiness:


Table 1: Two causes of explanatory trickiness

	
	Metaphysical indeterminacy?

	
	Yes
	No

	





Conceptual innovation?
	



Yes
	Explanatory trickiness

Danto 30 Years War
	Explanatory trickiness

Darwin glacial valley
Black holes
False consciousness
Hermeneutic injustice


	
	
No
	Explanatory trickiness

Dennett speciation
	No explanatory trickiness







Danto himself discusses only metaphysical indeterminacy. But others, themselves sympathetic to Danto’s claims, have noted that conceptual innovation is a second, additional cause. Louis Mink lists metaphysical indeterminacy and conceptual innovation as two of his five types of description (types 3 and 5, respectively).[footnoteRef:8] He comments: “[Danto] does not spell out the asymmetry of conceptual change as lucidly as he does the asymmetries of temporal language. Yet the former is as strong a reason as the latter in support of his attempt to define the limits of historical knowledge, for just as we cannot tell a story whose descriptions refer to future events which we cannot predict, so we cannot tell a story whose descriptions depend on concepts which we do not yet possess.”[footnoteRef:9] And Paul Roth, too, comments that “later concepts ... bring to light [descriptions of] events previously unobservable”[footnoteRef:10], and that such conceptual innovation is distinct from metaphysical indeterminacy. In our terminology, both Mink and Roth agree that what matters is explanatory trickiness, not either of its two causes individually. [8:  Mink 1968, 691. In fact, as Mink notes, his type 4 of description also leads to Danto cases. His type 4 is “descriptions possible only after the event because they depend on subsequently developed techniques of acquiring knowledge, e.g., “Richard II died of a coronary embolism.”” I subsume such cases into my umbrella category of conceptual innovation.]  [9:  Mink 1968, 694.]  [10:  Roth 2017a, 401.] 


Perhaps there are other causes of explanatory trickiness, not yet remarked by anyone. If so, I do not consider them here.


4. A red herring: theories of explanation
Does the importance of Danto cases lie in what they imply for historical explanation? I do not think so.

Danto originally wrote at a time when logical positivism was still pre-eminent, and thus so was the covering-law model of explanation.[footnoteRef:11] Mink argues that Danto cases reveal the covering-law model to be untenable for historical cases. He gives two arguments for why. First, as Danto showed, historical explanations apply only to an event under a particular description. To use Mink’s own example, “we may predict that famine will bring about migration, but not specifically how many will migrate, when they will go, or where ... every event may be predictable under some description; but for every event there are other descriptions under which it is not predictable.”[footnoteRef:12] There is no guarantee we can find a law-like generalization that covers the relevant description of the explanandum event, and indeed usually we cannot. If so, the covering-law model cannot license the explanation we want, i.e., an explanation of the explanandum event under the relevant description. Yet often we do have good historical explanations in such cases, nonetheless. Therefore, finally, the covering-law model fails here.  [11:  Hempel 1942, Hempel and Oppenheim 1948.]  [12:  Mink 1968, 694.] 


At the heart of this argument is the familiar claim that the lawlike generalizations required by the covering-law model are rarely available in history, at least in human history. This claim is correct. But it is correct regardless of Danto’s specific analysis, so the latter is establishing nothing new here about historical explanation.

Mink’s second argument for Danto telling against the covering-law model is that, in Danto cases, at the time of the explanans event, nobody can specify the relevant explanandum event because the descriptions we need to do that are still unknown. Again, true enough – but true for any theory of explanation, not just the covering-law model. Danto cases tell against the covering-law model only by highlighting something common to all that model’s rivals too. They do not tell in favor of one theory of explanation over another.

Roth has argued in a series of works that Danto shows the necessity in historical cases of narrative explanation.[footnoteRef:13] There is no space to do full justice to Roth’s arguments here. But in a nutshell, according to him, when faced with metaphysical indeterminacy, narratives are essential for filling in the retrospective description needed to specify an explanation. “Until an event has been categorized in a way that constitutes it as an object of explanation, questions about its causes cannot even be asked ... [Metaphysical indeterminacy] marks those cases where only knowledge of what happens later bestows on events a relevant causal explanatory role. Narrative explanations are especially worthwhile when [metaphysical] indeterminacy obtains. In those cases, a narrative conveys something important about the past that could not be known at the time, namely its causal relevance.”[footnoteRef:14] That is, in Danto cases, no explanation is possible without an appropriate retrospective framing, and in turn only narratives can provide that. For historical inquiry, narrative explanation is therefore indispensable. [13:  Roth 2020, also Roth 2017a, 2017b, and Roth and Beatty 2024.]  [14:  Roth and Beatty 2024, 470. Roth and Beatty use the term ‘causal indeterminacy’ for my metaphysical indeterminacy.] 


I agree with Roth that in Danto cases we can identify a salient explanation only retrospectively. But I do not see why this rules out all non-narrative theories of explanation. James Woodward’s influential manipulationist theory, for example, can straightforwardly give the verdict that the defenestration of Prague caused the Thirty Years War and that a population split caused a speciation event.[footnoteRef:15] True, it can give these verdicts only retrospectively, but that is true for the narrative theory too. That explanation is relative to how events are described, meanwhile, is readily captured in Woodward’s scheme by choice of cause-and-effect variables and – as in any contrastive theory of explanation – by choice of salient contrasts.  [15:  Woodward 2003.] 


I conclude that whatever is distinctive about Danto cases, it does not lie in the theory of explanation needed to handle them. 


5. The epistemological impact of Danto cases
What, then, is the epistemological impact of Danto cases? Is there one at all? I believe there is, but that its practical importance is negligible.

It is useful to set out systematically the four combinations of explanatory knowledge and contemporary information:


Table 2: Four combinations

	
	Perfect contemporary information?

	
	No
	Yes – Ideal Chronicler

	



Contemporary explanatory knowledge?
	

No
	
1 – Regular explanatory ignorance
	
2 – Explanatory ignorance via explanatory trickiness 

	
	

Yes
	
3 – Explanatory knowledge

	
4 – Explanatory knowledge






Suppose initially that we are not superhuman Ideal Chroniclers and so we do not have perfect contemporary information. Sometimes, we will nonetheless have explanatory knowledge about an event (Box 3), sometimes not (Box 1). Suppose we do not. Suppose next that, as would be usual, we seek to rectify this ignorance by research, i.e., by gathering further contemporary information. So to speak, we strive as best we can to become an Ideal Chronicler. In Table 2, this corresponds, in the limit, to moving from the left- to the right-hand column – from imperfect to perfect contemporary information. 

The key question is, what will be the impact of such a move? In normal cases, if we increase our amount of contemporary information then we increase our chance of getting explanatory knowledge, and in the limit of perfect contemporary information, we guarantee it. By becoming an Ideal Chronicler, we will move from Box 1 to Box 4. In Danto cases, by contrast, even perfect contemporary information does not give us (salient) explanatory knowledge. That is, we will move from Box 1 only to Box 2. This, I think, is the true epistemological impact of Danto cases: the increase in (salient) explanatory knowledge gained by increasing our contemporary information is capped at zero. Contrary to the usual hope of science, nothing can be gained (at the time) by investigating more.

This has two implications. First, anti-exceptionalism. The epistemological impact of Danto cases stems purely from explanatory trickiness but as we have seen, explanatory trickiness may arise in other empirical fields too, not just in historical ones.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Here is a reason why this should be expected. Conceptual innovation, one of the causes of explanatory trickiness, is more likely to be salient whenever conceptual pluralism is salient, because if the stock of potentially salient concepts is larger then there is more chance that some of this stock is not yet known. In turn, conceptual pluralism arises in domains where theories hold only unreliably, because in those domains there is typically no single master theory. That situation, finally, is widespread in all fields of inquiry, not just historical ones (Northcott 2025).] 


Second, practical unimportance. All know already that if something is currently indeterminate, then a confirmed explanation must wait. And all know already (or should do) that future conceptual development might overturn current explanatory ideas or illuminate what is currently unexplained. Does this latter point mean we should just give up on current investigations? Surely not – not least because pursuing current investigations is usually how new conceptual schemes are developed in the first place. If so, explanatory trickiness implies little of practical importance.


6. Danto and scientific realism
Do Danto cases strengthen scientific anti-realism? Alternatively put, is our warrant for historians’ and scientists’ claims reduced by explanatory trickiness?[footnoteRef:17] I do not believe so.  [17:  Advocates of this view include Weberman 1997 and Roth 2012.] 


Consider the two causes of explanatory trickiness in turn. First, metaphysical indeterminacy. Suppose we claim in 1618 that the Prague defenestration causes the Thirty Years War, or we claim at the start of a biological population split that it is a speciation event. When these claims are made, they refer to the future, which means, following Danto’s own philosophy of time, they are indeterminate. Therefore, they have no truth values. Danto’s analysis shows that some historical claims fall into this category. That is notable. But it does not strengthen scientific anti-realism: no one has ever argued we have warrant for the truth of claims that do not have truth values. The scientific realism debate just does not apply.

Second, conceptual innovation. Suppose an astronomical photograph includes an image of a black hole but we do not yet have the concept of one. There are two possibilities. Either we do not try to explain the image of the black hole, or else we do. (We may set up a similar dichotomy for our other examples of conceptual innovation, such as glacial valleys and hermeneutic injustice.) With the first possibility, there is no impact on the scientific realism debate because we are making no claim about the image of the black hole anyway, perhaps focusing only on other parts of the photograph. This first possibility is widespread, especially in human sciences, where often there are multiple framings of the same event, and to explain one aspect of an event need not compete with explaining other aspects of it. Conceptual innovation does not impinge on historians’ and scientists’ existing claims, which are not about any aspect that the new concept bears on – if we are not even trying to explain the image of the black hole, then it does not matter if we lack the concept of one.

With the second possibility, though, we do try to explain the image – perhaps we erroneously claim it is a regular star, for example. Warrant for any claim of ours about what the image depicts certainly is likely to be lower if we lack the concept of a black hole. Surely, the scientific realism debate is affected now? Yes, it is – but not more affected. By this, I mean that underdetermination is already a familiar argument against scientific realism: if many theories are compatible with the evidence, that weakens the warrant for a particular theory being the true one. More specifically, this reasoning has been explicitly applied to as-yet-unknown future theories and conceptual schemes that might explain current evidence – what Kyle Stanford calls “the problem of unconceived alternatives”.[footnoteRef:18] [footnoteRef:19] I do not see that Danto’s analysis adds any strength to this existing anti-realist argument. Indeed, regarding realism, it is just the same argument. The case for scientific anti-realism is just as strong or weak as before. [18:  Stanford 2006.]  [19:  Because claims by science, too, are vulnerable to conceptual innovation in this way, this again undercuts historical exceptionalism. Roth (2012, 2020) flips this anti-exceptionalism around: inspired by Kuhn, he argues that science should be viewed like history. Unlike me, he thinks this means we should embrace narrative explanation for all of science.] 



7. Conclusion
Danto cases do not establish any epistemological difference between historical and non-historical inquiry, nor are Danto cases significantly different epistemologically from non-Danto ones. They also do not strengthen scientific anti-realism.

Perhaps the root of these negative verdicts is the picture of science evident in Danto and others. Mink, for example, writes (italics added): “a scientific account of an event determines a standard description of the event... History, on the other hand, reports how descriptions change over time... Thus there can be a history of science, that is, of the changes in the kinds of description accepted as standard at different times, but no science of history, that is, a complete description of events which includes or subsumes all possible descriptions.”[footnoteRef:20] At least for Danto and Mink, this monistic image of science may reflect the still-strong influence of logical positivism (as they perceived it) at the time they wrote. But since then, conceptual pluralism about science, and theories of explanation that reflect this pluralism, have become the mainstream.[footnoteRef:21] According to this mainstream, then, the conceptual pluralism that opens the door to explanatory trickiness is true not just of history but also of science as well. Danto’s foil was not actual science but rather only an old positivist image of it. [20:  Mink 1968, 690 footnote 6.]  [21:  Dupré 1993, Woodward 2003, Stanford 2006, Magnus 2012, Chakravartty 2023.] 
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