
CHAPTER 

1 
Historical Ontology 

This is a revised version of the Robert and Maurine Rothschild Lecture, 22 
April 1999, given at the Department of the History of Science, Harvard Uni-
versity. I was asked to discuss interconnections between the history and phi-
losophy of science. Instead, I used the occasion to tie together some more 
general themes about philosophy and history, already broached in a number 
of the chapters that follow. 

Ontology 

"Historical ontology" is not, at first sight, a happy phrase; it is too self-im-
portant by half. Moreover, I have always disliked the word "ontology." It 
was around, in Latin, in the seventeenth century, naming a branch of 
metaphysics, alongside cosmology and psychology. Christian Wolff (1730) 
put it to use. He thought of ontology as the study of being in general, as 
opposed to philosophical reflection on individual but ultimate entities 
such as the soul, the world, and God. If, like myself, you can understand 
the aims of psychology, cosmology, and theology, but are hard pressed to 
explain what a study of being in general would be, you can hardly welcome 
talk of ontology. In the twentieth century the word attracted significant 
philosophers such as W. V. Quine and Martin Heidegger, but their pro-
nouncements on the subject were sometimes bizarre as well as profound. 
Think of Quine's ontological aphorism, "To be is to be the value of a vari-
able." And yet, and yet: suppose we want to talk in a quite general way 
about all types of objects, and what makes it possible for them to come 
into being. It is convenient to group them together by talking about "what 
there is:' or ontology. 



... _-_ .. __ . 
Ontology has been characterized as the study of the most general kinds 

that exist in the universe. Usually the emphasis has been on demarcation: 
which candidates for existence really do exist. Aristotle and Plato disagreed 
in their answers, and philosophers have gone on disagreeing ever since. In 
the chapters that follow I express very little interest in those disputes. As I 
say in chapter 6, I think of myself as a "dynamic nominalist," interested in 
how our practices of naming interact with the things that we name-but 
I could equally be called a dialectical realist, preoccupied by the interac-
tions between what there is (and what comes into being) and our concep-
tions of it. 

Yet some of the old connotations of "ontology" serve me well, for I want 
to talk about objects in general. Not just things, but whatever we individu-
ate and allow ourselves to talk about. That includes not only "material" ob-
jects but also classes, kinds of people, and, indeed, ideas. Finally, if we are 
concerned with the coming into being of the very possibility of some ob-
jects, what is that if not historical? 

Ontology has been dry and dusty, but I lift my title from an author 
whom none consider arid, even if he has now fallen from grace-in some 
quarters, into a mire of unkind refutations. In his remarkable essay "What 
Is Enlightenment?" Michel Foucault (1984b) twice referred to "the histori-
cal ontology of ourselves." This could be the name of a study, he said, that 
was concerned with "truth through which we constitute ourselves as ob-
jects of knowledge," with "power through which we constitute ourselves as 
subjects acting on others," and with "ethics through which we constitute 
ourselves as moral agents." He calls these the axes of knowledge, power, 
and ethics. 

The notion of "constituting ourselves" may seem very fancy and far 
from everyday thought, but it isn't. After the Columbine School slayings in 
Colorado the lead editorial in The New York Times said that "the cultural 
fragments out of which Mr. Harris and Mr. Klebold [the two adolescent 
murderers] invented themselves, and their deaths, are now ubiquitous in 
every community, urban, suburban, and rural." I emphasize those words, 
invented themselves. I do not aim at explicating Foucault, but perhaps I do 
not need to, because on days of exceptional stress, like that 22nd of April, 
1999, his way of speaking seems both natural and close to the bone. 

In thinking of constituting ourselves, we should think of constituting 
as so and so; we are concerned, in the end, with possible ways to be a per-
son. Foucault spoke of three axes on which we constitute ourselves. Do 
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not be misled by the second axis, named power. Many readers picked 
up on Foucault's Power/Knowledge (1980). The resulting discussions often 
seemed to focus on domination from outside, and in English often ap-
peared to confuse power in the sense of political, social, or armed clout, on 
the one hand, and causal efficacy on the other. When Foucault wrote of 
power, he did not usually have in mind the power exerted upon us by a dis-
cernible agent or authority or system. It is rather we who participate in 
anonymous, unowned arrangements that he called power (a theme that is 
amplified in chapter 4 below). It is as much our own power as that of any-
one else that preoccupied him: "power through which we constitute our-
selves as subjects acting on others," not ourselves as passive victim. 

In deciding about my title, I am comforted that "historical ontology" is 
not one of the terms on which Foucault seems to have laid much public 
emphasis. It is not like "discursive formation," "episteme," or "genealogy." 
Those expressions have been picked up by his admirers and worked to 
death. He himself did not like to hang on to his made-up labels for any 
length of time, and it is possible that he used "historical ontology" only 
during one particular visit to Berkeley in the early 1980s. He then gave the 
text of "What Is Enlightenment?" to Paul Rabinow for first publication in 
The Foucault Reader (Foucault 1984a). About the same time he gave an in-
terview that also referred to historical ontology (Foucault 1983). It was 
printed in the second edition of Dreyfus and Rabinbow's book about 
Foucault (1983). Neither before nor after that time did he seem to attach 
much weight to the phrase. 

Paul Rabinow later organized the three volumes of the Essential Works 
of Foucault (starting with Foucault 1997) along the three axes of ethics, 
power, and knowledge. It was a good old-fashioned way to sort philosophy. 
"How we constitute ourselves as moral agents"-that is the program of 
Kant's ethics. Foucault regularly historicized Kant. He did not think of the 
constitution of moral agents as something that is universalizable, apt for all 
rational beings. On the contrary, we constitute ourselves at a place and 
time, using materials that have a distinctive and historically formed orga-
nization. The genealogy to be unraveled is how we, as peoples in civiliza-
tions with histories, have become moral agents, through constituting our-
selves as moral agents in quite specific, local, historical ways. 

Likewise, the constitution of ourselves as subjects is at the core of so-
cial and political philosophy. The reference to power is pure Hobbes, but 
Hobbes is exactly inverted. Instead of constituting the sovereign and in-
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vesting Leviathan with absolute power in order to stop us from killing each 
other, we are the ones who constitute ourselves as subjects by the mecha-
nisms of power in which we participate. And finally, the connections be-
tween truth and knowledge, the first of Foucault's three axes, warp yet an-
other traditional theme, for instead of knowledge being knowledge of what 
is true, the objects of knowledge become ourselves, because of the possibil-
ities for truth and falsehood that are woven around us. Such possibilities 
also involve ways of finding out what is true or false. Think for a moment 
of this obscure idea being bastard kin to Moritz Schlick's (1936) verificat-
ion principle, according to which the meaning of a statement is its method 
of verification. Except here we realize that the possibilities for truth, and 
hence of what can be found out, and of methods of verification, are them-
selves molded in time. Historical ontology has more in common with both 
logical positivism and Auguste Comte's original positivism than might at 
first be noticed. 

Foucault was concerned with how "we" constitute ourselves. I shall gen-
eralize, and examine all manner of constitutings. To mention only some 
that I have looked into: how what we now call probability emerged (Hack-
ing 1975a). How chance, once the ultimate other, the unknowable, was 
tamed and became the increasingly favored means for predicting and con-
trolling the behavior of people and things (1990). How something as pain-
fu1 as the abuse of children was made and molded into a focus for action, a 
vehicle for judgment, a lament for a generation's lost innocence, a scape-
goat for the end of the nuclear family, and a ground for repeated interven-
tions, the policing of families (1995c, 1992b, 1991c). How transient mental 
illnesses lurch into our consciousness and fade away, creating new ways to 
express uncontrollable distress, ways to absent ourselves from intolerable 
responsibility, and legitimating exercises in both constraint and liberation 
(1995c, 1998). But above all, how these various concepts, practices, and 
corresponding institutions, which we can treat as objects of knowledge, at 
the same time disclose new possibilities for human choice and action, the 
topic I begin to discuss in chapter 6 below. 

These are disparate topics, and there is no need to find a unity among 
them; you would hardly expect a quest for commonality from someone 
who has tried to enumerate a hodgepodge of disunities among the sciences 
(Hacking 1996). Despite the element of self-aware irony in my title, the 
catchphrase "historical ontology" helps us think of these diverse inquiries 
as forming part of a family. The comings, in comings into being, are histor-
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ical. The beings that become-things, classifications, ideas, kinds of peo-
ple, people, institutions-can they not be lumped under the generic head-
ing of ontology? But notice how, in all my examples so far, there is a cogent 
implication of Foucault's knowledge, power, and ethics. Although I want to 
generalize his historical ontology, I will try to preserve what was central to 
his ambitions, namely his three cardinal axes. Yet I could have subtitled this 
chapter "extensions and contractions." The historical ontology presented 
here is indeed a generalization, but is in many respects vastly more limited 
than Foucault's vision. It lacks the political ambition and the engagement 
in struggle that he intended for his later genealogies. It is more reminiscent 
of his earlier archaeological enterprises. 

"Historical" 

The explicit use of the adjective "historical" with philosophical nouns goes 
beyond "ontology." I believe that Georges Canguilhem (1967), the great 
historian of medicine and of life who was one of Foucault's teachers, was 
the first to state that Michel Foucault's "archaeological" method dug up the 
"historical a priori" of a time and place. The historical a priori points 
at conditions on the possibilities of knowledge within a "discursive for-
mation:' conditions whose dominion is as inexorable, there and then, as 
Kant's synthetic a priori. Yet they are at the same time conditioned and 
formed in history, and can be uprooted by later, radical, historical transfor-
mations. T. S. Kuhn's paradigms have some of the character of a historical 
a priori. For the nonce, I think that philosophy in the twentieth century 
drank its fill at the Kantian source, and should now turn back to more em-
pirical springs. I learned from Karl Popper (1994) that we should abjure 
what he called the myth of the framework, and be firm in our resolve 
to stay, for a time, away from ultimate frameworks that constrain our 
thought. There is plenty of room for history plus philosophy without rein-
carnating the synthetic a priori in historicist garb. 

I have now made plain that Foucault looms in the background of my 
discussion. I do not want to examine his work, but to use it to combine his-
tory and philosophy in a way that mayor may not owe a good deal to him. 
Certainly "historical X" is not just Foucault. I have recently noticed quite a 
few instances of "history," "philosophy," and "science" (or their cognates) 
mingling in unexpected ways. There is even the "historical anthropology of 
science." That was how the late A. C. Crombie (1994, I, 5), a founding fig-
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ure in modern history of science, described his monumental three volumes 
on styles of scientific thinking-there is more on that topic in chapter 12 
below. Then there is "philosophical history." Jonathan Ree's (1999) engag-
ing and iconoclastic I See a Voice is subtitled A Philosophical History. In an 
afterword Ree enters a plea for this new endeavor. It is not the history of 
philosophy practiced in universities, committed to philosophical epochs 
and schools, and dedicated to a canonical list of philosophers whom it re-
gards as pen pals across the centuries. Instead, Ree tells us, it is "a discipline 
that may not yet exist, (despite some prototypes by Foucault and Deleuze), 
but whose arrival is long overdue." It will devote itself to "metaphysical no-
tions that have infiltrated common sense and become real forces in the 
world." It will not be chronological. Like cinema, it will cut between close 
shots and distant perspectives. It will use the methods of autobiography, 
fiction, historical research, and philosophical criticism. It will fall under 
the broad framework of phenomenology, and will have learned from the 
teachings of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. I admire this 
ambition, but cannot agree with the last sentence of Ree's book: "With luck 
then, a philosophical history will allow us to catch hold of the idea of sci-
entific objectivity before it has broken away from subjective experience, 
and observe it in its pristine state, at the moment when abstraction enters 
our lives, and sense begins to separate itself from sound" (Ree 1999, 386). 
There we have it. The pristine state. 

There is no such state, most certainly not in the case of scientific objec-
tivity. I do not wish to saddle Jonathan Ree with a naIve belief in the exis-
tence of pristine states of knowledge. He wrote to me, apropos of my re-
view of his book (1999c), that his mention of a pristine state was an 
unguarded "echo of something in Merleau-Ponty, and the idea is not that 
there's a single pure state of absolute objectivity, but quite the reverse. I 
meant to suggest that objectivity is constantly being renewed." I am not en-
tirely in accord with this phenomenological stance. Ree did want to warn 
against the "danger that as [objectivities] grow old we forget their origins 
and take them to be infinitely old and preternaturally wise." That is a dan-
ger, but I doubt that objectivity is constantly being renewed. My picture is 
more like that which I describe in the next section, of significant singulari-
ties during which the coordinates of "scientific objectivity" are rearranged. 
These rearrangements are matters of discourse and practice, which I have 
seldom found to be clarified by the idioms of phenomenology. 
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But this is not the place to debate schools of philosophy. Why has there 
been, in so many quarters, a longing for the pristine, the innocent? Ah (we 
hear a whisper from the wings), if only we could do a certain kind of his-
tory well enough, we could return to origins. There may even be a vision of 
an Eden that we have polluted. Foucault fell into this trap in his first stud-
ies of madness, for he suggested that before the sequence that led us from 
incarceration through Bedlam to the moral treatment of the insane by talk, 
and on to the babble of therapies and anti-therapies that swirl around us 
today, there was a purer, truer madness. Happily, he renounced this ro-
mantic fantasy early on. 

There are many other myths of originating purity. There is the social 
contract, which has been so powerful a tool in liberal political theory. 
There is Jung: "The dream is a little hidden door in the innermost and 
most secret recesses of the soul, opening into that cosmic night which was 
psyche long before there was any ego-consciousness ... in dreams we put 
on the likeness of that more universal, truer, more eternal man dwelling in 
the darkness of primordial light" (Jung 1970,144-5). 

With only slightly greater modesty, there was once the fantasy of finding 
the original human language, Adam's language, more universal and truer 
than ours, the root and source of all human language. Since it employed 
the first names for things, names given by God himself, that was a language 
worth discovering (Aarsleff, 1982). That project once motivated much 
first-rate philology. Perhaps it is less extinct than mutated-to Chomsky's 
project of finding the universal grammar that underlies all human lan-
guage. True, that grammar was not decreed in Eden, but it evolved in the 
first era of the human race and is what makes us human. 

When history and philosophy intersect, their students must put aside 
the romantic cravings that so often occlude the vision of philosophers, 
whether they lust after a moment of original purity or long for an a priori 
framework. Some mingling of history and philosophy can, however, ex-
hibit how possibilities came into being, creating, as they did so, new co-
nundrums, confusions, paradoxes, and opportunities for good and evil. We 
can even address exactly that topic mentioned by Jonathan Ree, namely 
"scientific objectivity." The best present and ongoing investigation of it is 
being conducted under another label in the "history plus" roster, namely 
"historical epistemology." I refer to the work of Lorraine Daston and her 
colleagues at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in Berlin. 
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Historical Epistemology 

Scientific objectivity has a history all right, with ramifications different 
from those imagined by Ree. Daston has studied the effect of the camera 
on our notions of objectivity (the objective lens, no longer the subjective 
eye). Then there are the massive international projects in the nineteenth 
century of collecting data about gravity or meteorology. They deployed 
hundreds of observers all over the world, and "thus" were free of subjectiv-
ity (Daston 1991a, b; Daston and Galison 1992). We judged that we be-
came objective as we increasingly placed our trust in numbers (Porter 
1995), More practices like these molded our conception of objectivity 
(Megill 1994). As Ree said, objectivity was constantly being renewed-but 
there was never a pristine state. 

The label for this kind of study, "historical epistemology," may be catch-
ing on. There is Mary Poovey's A History of the Modern Fact, which begins 
by praising Daston's leadership and the phrase "historical epistemology" 
(1998, 7, 22). Arnold Davidson (2001a) subtitles his new book Historical 
Epistemology and the Formation of Concepts. 

When that expression, "historical epistemology," was coined, it was 
meant to convey a concern with very general or organizing concepts that 
have to do with knowledge, belief, opinion, objectivity, detachment, argu-
ment, reason, rationality, evidence, even facts and truth. All those words 
suggest epistemology. Proof, rationality, and the like sound so grand that 
we think of them as free-standing objects without history, Plato's friends. 
But we see how local they are when we mention their opposites: myth, 
imagination, ignorance, folly, dishonesty, lying, doubt, madness, prejudice, 
overconfidence, commitment. Most recently, Daston and Kathleen Parks 
(1998) have added another dimension with their beautifully produced 
book about wonder. The important point of all these works is that the 
epistemological concepts are not constants, free-standing ideas that are 
just there, timelessly. 

The ideas examined by historical epistemology are the ones we use 
to organize the field of knowledge and inquiry. They are, often despite 
appearances, historical and "situated." Historical epistemology may even 
claim that present ideas have memories; that is, a correct analysis of an idea 
requires an account of its previous trajectory and uses. Right now these 
concepts are ours, and they are often essential to the very functioning of 
our society, our laws, our sciences, our argumentation, our reasoning. We 
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are stuck with them, which is not to say that we cannot change them, or 
that they are not changing as you speak-occasionally, even because you 
speak. There is also the suggestion that those who do not understand the 
history of their own central organizing ideas, such as objectivity or even 
facts, are condemned not to understand how they use them. Thus feminist 
critics of objectivity who have not studied its meanings in time, but who 
hold objectivity to be a patriarchal value, may be trapped in the same 
frame as those who embrace the ideologies that they oppose. 

Meta-epistemology 

Is this a kind of epistemology at all? Certainly it is not episteinology in that 
tainted sense that Richard Rorty assigned to the word in Philosophy and the 
Mirror of Nature (1979), his wonderful challenge to the entire enterprise of 
American analytic philosophy. He took epistemology to be not theory of 
knowledge but a search for the foundations of knowledge. Daston and 
her colleagues are not looking for foundations. Indeed, the very notion 
that knowledge has foundations--or rather, successive groups of such no-
tions-might be a topic for the historical epistemologist. 

There is nevertheless a problem with the name. In the fall of 1993 Ior-
ganized a week-long conference dedicated to "historical epistemology." 
The participants were graduate students and a few teachers from Chicago, 
Paris, and Toronto. My Montreal colleague, Yves Gingras, reminded me 
that the label would not do, because Gaston Bachelard pre-empted it long 
before the Second World War. I have explained elsewhere how his idea dif-
fers from Daston's (Hacking 1999b). But we are not concerned with ques-
tions of who owns a label. The fact is that Daston and her colleagues do 
not do epistemology. They do not propose, advocate, or refute theories of 
knowledge. They study epistemological concepts as objects that evolve and 
mutate. Their work would be more truly named were it called "histori-
cal meta-epistemology." Where Bachelard insisted that historical consider-
ations are essential for the practice of epistemology, the historical meta-
epistemologist examines the trajectories of the objects that play certain 
roles in thinking about knowledge and belief. (That could include re-
flection on Bachelard's own role in transforming epistemological 
thought.) Historical meta-epistemology, thus understood, falls under the 
generalized concept of historical ontology that I am now developing. 

Let us use Daston on the camera and the international projects for data 
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collection as the paradigms (in the strict Kuhnian sense of the word-an 
achievement and exemplar for future work) of historical meta-epistemol-
ogy. Although those two examples are quite different from any examined 
by Foucault, his three axes are plain to see. Daston's work was directed at 
the truth/knowledge axis, but it also implicates the other two. The camera 
became the agent for identifying and controlling criminals and immi-
grants. Even the passport, a long-standing device for regulating travelers, 
was completely transformed with the advent of the photograph. The coor-
dination of observers all over the globe is one small aspect of the exercise 
of imperial power, but there was also a profound ethical dimension. The 
observers were morally bound to report absolutely truthfully. There, rather 
than in individual laboratory work, we formed the ethos of keeping a note-
book in which one scrupulously records the data. The book must never be 
altered. That is a categorical imperative if ever there was one. The camera, 
it WCls said, "keeps us honest:' for it showed how things really were. It was a 
great ethical leveler. Despite ruses in the past, only now have we learned 
how to outwit it with digital processing of photographed images. The per-
son who used the camera for scientific work, or for police work, or for the 
photograph on the identity card, was a newly possible type of moral agent, 
as was the scrupulous observer of meteorological or gravitational facts on 
Baffin Island or in Polynesia. 

Lively scholars do not stay still. The historical epistemology (which I in-
sist is meta-epistemology) encouraged by Daston's group has expanded. 
Very recently (long after the present essay was, for most intents and pur-
poses, complete), I received the latest production of the Max Planck Insti-
tute in Berlin, with the telling title Biographies of Scientific Objects (Daston 
2000a). "This is a book about applied metaphysics. [In fact it is a collection 
of 11 papers revised from a conference held in Berlin in the fall of 1995.] It 
is about how whole domains of phenomena-dreams, atoms, monsters, 
culture, mortality, centers of gravity, value, cytoplasmic particles, the self, 
tuberculosis-come into being and pass away as objects of scientific in-
quiry" (Daston 2000b, 1). Here we have essays, by divers hands, on the 
coming into being, or going out of existence, of the study of just these ob-
jects. Does this applied metaphysics differ from historical ontology? Well, 
there are differences in emphasis. 

One difference is not decisive, because it is likely to prompt too much 
argument, not to mention some equivocation. Daston is cautious: "come 
into being and pass away as objects of scientific inquiry." Nothing overtly 
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radical here: of course some objects are studied at one time and not at an-
other. But atoms have been here, in exactly their present form, longer than 
the solar system, even if they became objects of scientific study (as opposed 
to Democritean or Daltonian speculation) only at the start of the twentieth 
century, and only, perhaps, in consequence of a curious transmutation in 
the study of the cosmic ether (Buchwald 2000). Buchwald is not writing 
about the coming into being of atoms, the objects. (There could be a his-
tory of the creation by human beings of atoms of transuranic elements 
such as plutonium; that would be a history of coming into being all right, 
but it would not be applied metaphysics.) 

Tuberculosis bacilli, ancestors of the ones that still infect us, did come 
into being late in the history of our planet, but long enough ago to inhabit 
the world of the pharaohs. That coming into being is a topic not for ap-
plied metaphysics but for evolutionary bacteriology and historical epide-
miology. There are questions about the confidence with which those two 
historical sciences locate the bacilli in the daily life of ancient Egypt. Bruno 
Latour (2000) raises these questions in his characteristically iconoclastic 
way. But only the most irresponsibly playful of writers (plus some fools 
who ape the playful) would assert that TB bacilli, or their baleful effects on 
humans, came into existence in 1882 under the gaze of Wilhelm Koch. 

My historical ontology is concerned with objects or their effects which 
do not exist in any recognizable form until they are objects of scientific 
study. Daston describes her applied metaphysics as about the coming into 
being of objects of study-and not the coming into being of objects, pe-
riod. Ah, but that is complicated. "Objecf' itself is an idea with a history, to 
which Daston dedicates an introduction rich with historical meta-episte-
mology (Daston 2000b). 

I have a more direct reason for segregating what I call historical ontol-
ogy. I should like it to retain a close connection ,,'lith Foucaulfs three axeS 
of knowledge, power, and ethics. These concerns are present to some of 
Daston's authors, but by no means to all. Let us leave it there and see how 
future inquiries develop. Say, perhaps, that historical ontology is a species 
of applied metaphysics, just as traditional ontology was a species of tradi-
tional metaphysics. But before giving examples of historical ontology, let 
us round out our discussion of historical meta-epistemology. 

Has historical meta-epistemology anything to do with philosophy, or is it 
just a species of history? Well, "the problem of induction" is commonly 
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taken to be one of the central problems of philosophy. I might add here 
that this is not strictly the way Hume put it: the very notion of philosophy 
coming packaged in "problems" of free will, induction, and so fort, may it-
self be an invention of the early twentieth century. Since I like fraudulently 
precise dates, I have long been saying that "the problem" as definitive of a 
mode of philosophizing was canonized in English around 1910 with titles 
by G. E. Moore, William James, and Bertrand Russell-for a few more de-
tails, see chapter 2 below. It is nevertheless almost unanimously agreed that 
what we now call the problem of induction was set up by David Hume. Of 
course there were anticipations, but they tended to be visible as precursors 
only after Hume created the issues-one thinks of Joseph Glanvill's work 
( 1661). Unlike Garber and Zabell (1979), I do not rate the alleged anticipa-
tion by Sextus Empiricus very highly (see my 1975a, 178-9). 

Why no problem of induction before Hume? Let us return to Poovey's 
History of the Modern Fact. By modern fact Poovey means the tiny particle 
of information, the capsule, the nugget, and such metaphors as come to 
mind; something compact, robust, down to earth, neutral, bite-sized, byte-
sized, the very opposite of theory, conjecture, hypothesis, generalization. 
Facts are ugly ducklings, ungainly, unordered, "brute facts." But then they 
are supposed to speak, if only we get enough of them. And there we have 
the germ of a problem. Facts are these ugly dry little items. Why should 
they be so valued? Simon Schaffer and Steven Shapin (1985) have shown 
how the particulate fact was essential to the new sciences of the seven-
teenth century: essential for creating a rhetoric of trust and belief, while at 
the same time creating an elite society of self-professed equals. Poovey 
moves to where trust matters even more, in the keeping of accounts, and 
argues for an essential facticity for the new modes of commerce. She sees 
in double entry bookkeeping the origin of the modern fact, curiously 
timeless and temporal. Timeless, because the entries in the ledger are 
checked both ways to be right, for all time; temporal, because those entries 
refer to dated events, the state of the counting house at the moment of a 
transaction. 

Yet such facts were supposed to speak for general themes and right-
minded conclusions. How could anything so particular, no matter how 
well marshaled, support anything of general interest? That is exactly, 
Poovey implies, how David Hume saw it around 1739, when he formulated 
his problem of induction. We experience only particular bits of informa-
tion, all in the present or the past. Yet that is our sole basis for expectations 
about the future, or for general knowledge. How can that possibly be? 
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A striking thesis arises: the problem of induction requires for its formu-
lation a particular conception of the world. It may have had any number of 
sources, but it seems to be derived principally from commercial transac-
tions, for whose purposes the world, or at any rate its wealth, is so ab-
stracted that it consists only of particulate facts. All data, all rock-bottom 
givens, are permanent momentary items of fact like those that appear in a 
ledger book. That is a conception within which the problem of induction 
seems almost inevitable. Hume thought that all our impressions are of 
particulate facts. If you want to undo the problem of induction, you have 
to observe that our impressions are not of particulate facts but of the pro-
verbial billiard balls in motion, and a billiard ball is not something particu-
late, momentary. In short, one has to undo the starting point. Both mod-
ern probabilistic evasions of the problem of induction are quite effective, 
even if not decisive. Here I mean both the Bayesian evasion-the so-called 
"subjective" approach that analyzes degrees of belief-and the Peircian 
one-the so-called "objective" approach that analyzes frequencies and 
confidence intervals. (I explain both these matters in an elementary way at 
the end of my [200lc].) But neither evasion can get started in a vacuum: 
they begin to work only when we conceive of our beliefs at a time as not 
encoded solely in particulate facts. 

My cautious enthusiasm for evasions of Hume's skeptical problem 
about induction does not imply that all skepticism can be evaded. I refer 
only to Hume's inductive skepticism, couched in his examples of the post-
man's step on the stairs, and of the bread and whether it will nourish me. 
Maybe that skepticism can be evaded. A total skepticism, which we did not 
learn from Hume, remains on the cards. "For all we know:' ANYTHING 

could happen next. If so, there is no point in worrying with Hume whether 
my morning's toast will be healthful. The worry that NOTHING might hap-
pen from now on was familiar to the schoolmen, some of whom very sen-
sibly invoked God as a necessary condition for there being something, 
rather than nothing, after now. Their worry was not in the least like 
Hume's. 

I mention the philosophical and skeptical problem of induction because 
it is taken to be a central problem of philosophy. Occasionally, it is rele-
gated to the philosophy of science (as if science were concerned with my 
morning toast, billiards, or the delivery of mail). Hume's closely related 
queries about causality roused Kant. An even more profound philosophi-
cal difficulty occurred to Hume when he had got to the end of the Trea-
tise-he had given no account of himself, of the "I" that gets impressions 
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and is a unity. In his scheme of things the only impressions are particulate, 
and if there is a getter of impressions, it too is particulate. Whence, then, 
my idea of a person, of me? Kant took this so seriously that he proposed 
one of those massive absurdities that are the preserve of the truly great fig-
ures who take philosophical reasoning seriously and plunge on: I mean the 
transcendental unity of apperception. Everyone of my noticings of any-
thing is accompanied by a noticing that I notice it. Thus the particulate 
fact, child of double-entry bookkeeping and the new commercial practices, 
engendered transcendental philosophy. And when we realize this, we may 
want to store transcendental philosophy in the attic (do not throw it out: it 
might be needed again). 

This discussion is the merest indicator of how historical meta-episte-
mology might bear on philosophy. Poovey does not say such things out-
right, and quite probably would think I am grossly overstating things. It is 
the philosopher's privilege to stand on the extreme margin. But these 
thoughts are natural for me because I had the idea, in the course of writing 
The Emergence of Probability, that philosophical problems are created when 
the space of possibilities in which we organize our thoughts has mutated. 
In line with that speculation, I offered my own account of "how Hume be-
came possible" (1975a, ch. 19; the sentence "Hume has become possible" 
comes from Foucault [1970,60]). I hope the account given there is not su-
perseded by Poovey's but complementary to it. 

The Creation of Phenomena 

All sorts of things come into being in the course of human history. Not all, 
not even those of great philosophical interest, fall under my conception of 
historical ontology. What about what I have called "the creation of phe-
nomena"? (Hacking 1983a, ch. 13). In 1879, a graduate student at Johns 
Hopkins University was following up a mistaken idea suggested by Max-
wellian theory, or rather suggested to him by his teacher, Rowland, 
Maxwell's leading exponent in the United States. What Edward Hall found, 
largely by serendipity, was that when he passed a current through a sheet of 
gold leaf, in a magnetic field perpendicular to the current, he produced a 
potential difference perpendicular to both field and current. I stated that 
this phenomenon had never existed anywhere in the universe until 1879, at 
least not in a pure form. I was willing to be inoffensive and say that Hall 
purified a naturally existing phenomenon, but I did not really mean any-
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thing as mealy-mouthed as that. Hall brought this phenomenon into 
being. 

The example was a happy choice, because when I used it, it was ancient 
history, but subsequently it came alive again, with two successive Nobel 
prizes for Hall effects: one for the quantum Hall effect, and one for the 
fractional quantum Hall effect awarded in the fall of 1998. The Hall phe-
nomenon is quantized; that is, the potential does not increase continu-
ously but by quantum steps. More surprisingly: build an extremely thin ni-
obium supercooled "leaf," a leaf so thin that electrons do not have a chance 
to vibrate sideways. Then the potential steps are a quarky 113 of the stan-
dard quantum steps. This was not a theoretical prediction; the Nobel prize 
was shared with the man who, deeming himself a mathematician, not a 
physicist, figured out why the fractional effect occurs. Like the original Hall 
effect, this is a nice example for discussing the question, which comes first, 
theory or experiment? Experiment often comes first. 

Hall effects are new things in the world, brought into being in the course 
of human history. For a more familiar example, nothing lased anywhere in 
the universe until fifty years ago. Today lasers are everywhere on the indus-
trialized world, and especially dense in the vicinity of compact discs. This 
remark deeply offends some physicists, who triumphantly proclaim that 
masing (not lasing) phenomena would explain some weird astrophysical 
events. But what they really mean is that the universe was made, from the 
very beginning, in such a way that the laser was there, in potentia. Such talk 
is a sure sign that we have passed from physics to metaphysics-and a very 
effective and natural metaphysics it is, too. I had expected my talk of the 
creation of phenomena to be greeted with such resistance that it would be 
silenced. So I was very pleased to see The Creation of Scientific Effects, the 
title of Jed Buchwald's (1994) book about Heinrich Hertz. 

Schaffer and Shapin's Leviathan and the Air Pump is the classic study of 
one of the first groups of artificial phenomena. One part of their truly in-
novative book that fascinated me was their translation of a little anti-man-
ifesto by Hobbes (1985; cf. Hacking 1991b). He was prescient. He was 
afraid of these phenomena that we would create all over the face of the 
earth and beyond, and so, in the end, destroy the metaphysics, epistemol-
ogy, and the approach to science that he held so dear. Hobbes believed in 
the thesis that phenomena are created, and, for his own reasons, hated it: 
we have quite enough phenomena already, thank you very much, he wrote, 
and lost the match with Boyle, forever. 
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I am dead serious about the "creation" of phenomena, phenomena of 
cosmic significance that come into being in the course of human history. 
Why not include the creation of phenomena as a topic for historical ontol-
ogy? Because they do not mesh with our three axes of knowledge, power, 
and ethics. Obviously, Hall produced his effect only because he was prop-
erly networked into a microsociology of power. One can cite some ethical 
concerns. Certainly, he added to our store of knowledge, both of knowl-
edge that and knowledge how. But there was no constituting of anything, 
not ourselves, electromagnetism, or anything else within those three axes. 

Microsociology 

Mention of "microsociology" invites a relevant digression. Thomas Kuhn's 
Rothschild lecture is well remembered, with some hostility, by sociologists 
of scientific knowledge. "I am among those who have found the claims of 
the strong program absurd," he said, "an example of deconstruction gone 
mad ... There's a continuous line (or continuous slippery slope) from the 
inescapable initial observations that underlie microsociological studies to 
their still entirely unacceptable conclusions" (Kuhn 1992, 7). Some years 
later, I do not share Kuhn's hostility. The strong program is no longer a 
demon. During the intervening years many flowers have bloomed, and 
quite a few withered, in the science studies patch. 

In The Social Construction of What? (1999a) I devoted chapter 3 to the 
theme of social construction in the sciences. It defined three substantive 
and justified differences of doctrine that tend to separate scientists from 
some of their critics. (It went so far as to suggest where Thomas Kuhn him-
self might have come out on each of them.) It examined the Edinburgh 
strong program only in passing, for although Barry Barnes and David 
Bloor are happy to be grouped among the social constructionists, they 
hardly use the term "social construction." I wanted exemplars who put the 
phrase up front in their titles or subtitles. So I chose Bruno Latour and An-
drew Pickering, who tend to be regarded as the bad boys by many social 
students of science, as well as being counted public enemies #1 and #2 
by some protagonists in the science wars. I like them because they share 
with Kuhn and myself a repugnance to analyses in which, to use words 
from Kuhn's Rothschild lecture, "[n]ature itself, whatever tha,t may be, has 
seemed to have no part in the development of beliefs about it." Perhaps 
that reading of the Edinburgh School was permitted a decade ago. Barnes, 
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Bloor, and Henry ( 1996) make plain the school's dedication to empiricism, 
as its adherents understand it. For more specific detail, Pickering's (1996) 
idea of "interactive stabilization," which involves the sheer cussedness of 
apparatus as well as the resilience of theories about how the apparatus 
works, is cacophonous but exhilarating music to my ears. I do not go as far 
as Bruno Latour (1993) and advocate a parliament of things. I query his 
intention to minimize the differences between the human and the nonhu-
man (Latour 1999). He advocates what he calls a "cosmo politics" in con-
trast to which I have to own up to old-fashioned humanism (Hacking 
1999d). Far from deserving Kuhn-like criticism on the score of "nature" 
not having a major place in the sciences, this branch of social studies of 
science seems to me to assign too much agency to nature. 

What role should social studies have in historical ontology? This is pre-
cisely the sort of methodological question that I find useless. I help myself 
to whatever I can, from everywhere. If we stick to meta-epistemology for 
the moment, and use Daston's work as paradigmatic, then of course the 
events she describes take place in a social matrix, but the point of the in-
quiry is to understand how the uses of the idea of objectivity are them-
selves affected and have affected the ways in which we today use it in our 
discussions and in our organizations. Institutional history is essential, as 
are many other kinds of history, but one overall project is, in the end, what 
I can only call philosophical. Its practitioners are engaged in the analysis of 
concepts, but a concept is nothing other than a word in its sites. That 
means attending to a variety of types of sites: the sentences in which the 
word is actually (not potentially) used, those who speak those sentences, 
with what authority, in what institutional settings, in order to influence 
whom, with what consequences for the speakers. We first lose ourselves, as 
befits philosophy, in total complexity, and then escape from it by craft and 
skills and, among other things, philosophical reflection. My little sketch of 
the problem of induction, while of course too brief, suggests one (and only 
one) way to go. I have, however, spent too much time on matters periph-
eral of historical ontology. Now I shall plunge into its heartland with two 
examples. 

Trauma 

Among the thoughts that underlie historical ontology is this: "one cannot 
speak of anything at any time; it is not easy to say something new; it is not 
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enough for us to open our eyes, to pay attention, or to be aware, for new 
objects suddenly light up and emerge out of the ground" (Foucault 1971, 
44f). Take psychic trauma, for example. That might sound altogether too 
local an idea to matter to the historical ontologist, who should be preoccu-
pied by general and organizing concepts and the institutions and practices 
in which they are materialized. To the contrary, trauma has become a re-
markable organizing concept. Trauma used to mean a physical lesion or 
wound. When did it come to mean a psychic wound? People did not sim-
ply open their eyes and notice psychic trauma all around them. Dictio-
naries cite Freud about 1893; one can do better than that, but the point is 
that this is an entirely new idea of trauma closely connected with the soul, 
and which has radically transformed our sense of our selves. Compared to 
trauma, the more familiar Freudian ideas of the subconscious and the 
complexes may prove to be mere epiphenomena. Traumatology has be-
come the science of the troubled soul, with victimology one of its bitter 
fruits. All of this interest plays into what is at present a moving target, the 
idea of memory. So here is an example of a way in which the historical un-
derstanding of an empirical concept, psychic trauma, may be essential to 
understanding the ways in which we constitute ourselves. Some of the 
story of psychic trauma is told in my Rewriting the Soul (1995), and a good 
deal more is elaborated in Ruth Leys's A Genealogy of Trauma (2000). Allan 
Young's The Harmony of Illusions (1995) is a stunning archaeology of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder, even if he would identify his work as medical 
anthropology. His primary materials were observations, made in (U.S.) 
Veterans' Administration hospitals, of interviews of American veterans of 
the Vietnam War. Young now makes the extraordinary suggestion that 
PTSD, in the current diagnostic manuals, is taking up the space of neuro-
ses. In 1980 American psychiatrists were told that they should never again 
speak of neuroses. That concept was abolished by their new diagnostic 
handbook. Of course, it still remains part of common speech. A syndicated 
cartoon showed a sign in the psychiatric wing of a hospital: "First floor, 
neurotics. Second floor, psychotics. Third floor, people who really think 
they want to be president" (Non Sequitur, 27 May 1999). But Young's pro-
vocative thesis is that PTSD is rapidly absorbing all the symptom profiles 
of the old neuroses, with an added nonoptional extra. The neurotic of 
olden times must now, as a matter of PTSD logic and definition, have had a 
traumatic experience. But that definitional requirement is easily met, be-
cause no adult human life lacks events that can now be counted as "trau-
matic" -recounted, told, experienced as, traumatic. 
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The story of trauma can be looked at as a sequence of events in the his-
tory of psychology and psychiatry. But my concern is the way in which the 
trauma concept figures in the constitution of selves. We can even display 
this history along the three ontological axes mentioned earlier. First, there 
is the person as known about, as having a kind of behavior and sense of 
self that is produced by psychic trauma. Today there is a vast body of 
"knowledge" in the burgeoning field of traumatology. 

Second, in the field of power, we have a congeries of possibilities: self-
empowerment; power of victims over abusers; the power of the courts and 
the legislatures, declaring that statutes of limitations do not apply to those 
who caused pain long ago, when the pain has been forgotten by the victim; 
the power of soldiers to claim special pensions and other benefits for war-
time trauma. But most importantly, it is the anonymous power of the very 
concept of trauma that works in our lives. 

Let us be more specific. An admirable Canadian charity that I support 
has been providing funds and helpers in Central America in the wake of 
the worst storm in two centuries, Hurricane Mitch. An appeal for more 
support, listing recent good deeds, ends with the words "The remaining 
funds will be used in post-trauma counseling for children and families." 
The concept of psychological trauma has always been presented as emanci-
patory. We need not disagree to see the effects of power that it produces. 
Those children and families in a flood-ravaged region of Nicaragua will, 
for the first time, live in a world in which they experience themselves not 
just as ravaged by floods, but as having suffered trauma. 

This is not to say the export of the trauma idea with its embodied prac-
tices cannot be resisted. The children who had been inducted into rebel-
lious armies in Northern Uganda are given trauma counseling for the 
potential effects of post-traumatic stress (Rubin 1998). There is protest 
against this intervention, with some effect in the field, and preference ex-
pressed for indigenous ways of dealing with cruelty, violence, abduction, 
and physical pain that do not require the recent Western organizations of 
ideas and emotions. Note that a necessary condition for powerful effects is 
the knowledge about trauma, the science of trauma, to which four major 
scientific journals are now dedicated. But that is not sufficient. There must 
also be "uptake," a trauma "movement," and the material resources to ex-
port the knowledge and practices. 

The third axis is ethical. At the moral level, events, present or remem-
bered, experienced as trauma, exculpate. A traumatic childhood is used to 
explain or excuse a later antisocial person, who may also be diagnosed 
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with, for example, "antisocial personality disorder." Traumatic memories 
create a new moral being. Trauma offers not only a new sense of who oth-
ers are, and why some may be that way, but it also produces a new sense of 
self, of who one is and why one is as one is. It takes us into the very heart of 
what, in traditional philosophy, has been called the theory of responsibility 
and duty. 

I would add only one caution. Foucault did from time to time empha-
size the importance of sites, but too often these have been read as reference 
to sites of action for power: the clinic, the prison. Yes, but there are also 
material sites, buildings, offices, Veterans' Administration interview rooms, 
devices to measure electrical and chemical changes supposedly associated 
with post-traumatic stress. At a more mundane level are the tape recorders 
and the video tapes playing back interviews to clinicians and even to the 
veterans themselves. The world of trauma is a very material world, full of 
essential artifacts that idea-oriented thinkers tend not to notice. If you 
were an ethnographer, the first things you would describe would be the 
material artifacts used by traumatologists. 

Child Development 

Now let us turn to something more agreeable, the notion of child develop-
ment. It sounds like a purely empirical concept. Yet it has come, in the past 
150 years, to determine in the most minute details how we organize our 
thinking about children. It now swings into action long before birth, but at 
birth it is deployed, in our civilization, at one of the mysterious moments 
in life. Not birth itself, which has been with us always, but something bi-
zarre and local. The first fact to be announced after the birth of the baby 
(whose sex, by now, is likely to be known in advance) is the weight at birth, 
a number that is doubtless of use, albeit pretty limited use, to the nurse, 
midwife, or pediatrician. But it is ritually conveyed to family and friends, 
announced in the workplace, as a holy number, as if it were the essence of 
the child. It is the signal that from now on the child will develop. Every fea-
ture of the child's physical, intellectual, and moral development is to be 
measured by standards of normalcy, starting with its weight. 

Is this a topic for historical ontology? Anecdotally, at least, the answer is 
a ringing "yes." It was not I who thought of this extension of Foucault's la-
bel, but James Wong, the author of a doctoral dissertation on child devel-
opment (Wong 1995). He suggested to me that many enterprises, includ-
ing his own, should be called "historical ontology." 
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Our idea of what a child is has been formed by a scientific theory of de-
velopment. It forms our whole body of practices of child-rearing today, 
and, in turn, forms our concept of the child. Those ideas and practices 
form children themselves, and they also form parents. The child, its play-
mates, and its family are constituted within a world of knowledge about 
child development. In fact, so certain are we of this knowledge that it can 
even be used as a registered brand trademark. I recently noticed a subway 
advertisement for an institution named Invest in Kids. Its ad, which fea-
tured a child of color emerging from an egg, asked, "will a child stay in an 
emotional shell or emerge sunny-side up," already a choice of metaphors 
that I find, to say the least, equivocal. The ad continues by citing some 
"hard-boiled facts," namely knowledge about child development. The ad-
vertisement includes the trademark of Invest in Kids: 

The years before five 
last the rest of their lives. TM 

Child development and psychic trauma are hardly transcendental concepts 
of the sort that might appeal to Kant. They are, in his terminology, empiri-
cal concepts. But they are used for the intellectual and practical organiza-
tion of a panoply of activities. They are historically situated, and their pres-
ent versions are highly colored by their predecessors. They seem to be 
inescapable. Inescapable? The celebrated Dr. Spock tried to undo the regi-
men of normal development with his maxim that children should develop 
at their own rate-but develop they must, and at a rate, if only their own. 
Spock himself was merely modifying the draconian laws of child develop-
ment set out by that guru of the interwar years, Dr. Gessell, the house-
hold name for a generation of North American mothers-including my 
mother-learning how their infants would develop, and what mothers 
must do to optimize the world of their children. 

These concepts produce a feeling of inevitability. How could we not 
think in terms of child development if we interact with children at all? 
Well, I noticed recently when playing with two of my grandchildren, aged 
two and four, that I really did not think of them that way. They are chang-
ing daily. Since I see them less frequently than I would like, I notice change 
more than their parents. But the changes are totally idiosyncratic, personal, 
and do not strike me as matters of development. Yes, the children are get-
ting older, and are able to do new things every day. But I do not conceptu-
alize these as "development." But then, I am a grandfather playing, unre-
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lated to the real world. It is parents rather than grandparents who are 
constituted by doctrines of development. 

The only time I got close to thinking about development was one rainy 
afternoon, playing store-bought games. They were clearly labeled "age 3 
and up." Chloe, then 4Y2' could play these games with only whimsical devi-
ations from the rules, but Charlie, aged two and a bit, who had a lot of fun, 
could have been trying out for a cameo part in a satirical movie called 
"Wittgenstein: to follow a rule." So I had to admit, the packaging was cor-
rect, "age 3 and up." Shouldn't that be enough to convince me that as a 
matter of fact children do "develop"? Not so fast. The games we were play-
ing were all thoroughly modern games, that had been designed in order to 
incorporate and promote certain skills. They were not innocent children's 
games, but games manufactured in the world of child development. 

That world is pervasive, sometimes to the point of parody. My other two 
grandchildren, Catherine and Sam, only a little older than the two just 
mentioned, went to an excellent daycare preschool that is obsessively con-
cerned with development. Every week the children came with the name of 
some new achievement tied around their neck, a bit like Hawthorne's scar-
let letter A, in fact sometimes literally a red letter A, as in a card tied round 
the neck saying, in red, "Wonderful! Can recognize the sound 'N. in the 
written word 'BAT'." The first lesson learned in this school-a lesson so 
pervasive that the carers and teachers do not even notice that they are in-
culcating it-is that each child is a developing entity, so that the child can-
not conceive of itself otherwise. And the child who is a bit slow at acquir-
ing the ability to recognize the sound of the letter "N.' in "BAT" will learn 
that lesson-that he is a developer, indeed a slow developer-qnicker than 
the other children who are in other respects quicker than he. Notice that, 
once again, we are not talking about "ideas." We are talking about institu-
tions, practices, and very material objects: games made of plastic and 
strings to tie rewards around a child's neck. Without these material and in-
stitutional artifacts, many of which litter middle-class homes across 'North 
America, there would be no ever-expanding concept of child development. 

I have been giving examples of organizing concepts that come into being 
through quite specific historical processes. They lead us to historical ontol-
ogy proper. We are directed to what it is possible to be or to do. There is, 
not surprisingly, a certain vestigial existentialism in this way of thinking. 
Existence comes before essence; we are constituted by what we do. But our 
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free choices can only be from among the actions that are open to us, the 
possible actions. And our ways of being, chosen freely or not, are from 
possible ways of being. At the time Sartre wrote about the classic Parisian 

de cafe, it was possible for a young man in France to be one. That 
was not what William James calls a "live" option for me, when I was a 
screwed-up late-adolescent reading Being and Nothingness in Northern Al-
berta. Conversely, a Parisian lad could hardly have contemplated working 
in oil fields in the tundra. But at least either of us could have changed 
places by train, steamer, and more courage than either of us possessed. 
Those options were not open to many earlier generations, and will be 
closed off to future ones. Indeed, many options that were open to me are 
not, I think, open to my grandchildren, who in turn can decide to be hack-
ers, or whatever role will correspond to that in a few years, but which was 
literally not a way to be a person when I was a young man. 

Foucault observes, near the end of The Order of Things, that "At any 
given instant, the structure proper to individual experience finds a certain 
number of possible choices (and of excluded possibilities) in the systems 
of the society; inversely, at each of their points of choice the social struc-
tures encounter a certain number of possible individuals (and others who 
are not)" (Foucault 1970, 380). Historical ontology is about the ways in 
which the possibilities for choice, and for being, arise in history. It is not to 
be practiced in terms of grand abstractions, but in terms of the explicit for-
mations in which we can constitute ourselves, formations whose trajecto-
ries can be plotted as clearly as those of trauma or child development, or, at 
one remove, that can be traced more obscurely by larger organizing con-
cepts such as objectivity or even facts themselves. Historical ontology is not 
so much about the formation of character as about the space of possibili-
ties for character formation that surround a person, and create the poten-
tials for "individual experience." 

I should emphasize here that there is hardly a grain of so-called relativ-
ism in what I have been saying. To bring new possibilities into being is, of 
necessity, to introduce new criteria for the objective application of the new 
ideas that permeate our world. Traumatology and child development, to 
begin with, are rich in what are explicitly called "instruments," a meta-
phorical use of the word to designate endless objective test protocols, many 
of which are printed with assessments of their validity in The Mental Mea-
surements Handbook, while other handbooks and other more material, nay 
electrical, instruments are described in texts of physiology. 
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History and Philosophy 

I may seem to have gone a great distance from history and philosophy, as 
commonly understood. Certainly the Parisian waiter in the cafe is more 
the stuff of novels than of science, and the applied geophysics of the 1950s 
will never make it out of the in-house chronologies of oil corporations and 
into mainstream history of science. But notice how I emphasize that trau-
matology and child development do present themselves as positive knowl-
edge, the bearers of general facts and testable truths about the human con-
dition. They are fragments of knowledge in which a person is constituted 
as a certain type of being: a victim of trauma, a developing child. A person 
becomes able to act on others in such and such ways. The person becomes 
a special type of moral agent with both responsibilities and exculpations. 

I will be asked: but is not your historical ontology just history? My ex-
ample of Hume's problem of induction already suggests a philosophical 
dimension. One reply to the question has already been given: I am engaged 
in a historicized version of British 1930s philosophical analysis, that is, 
conceptual analysis conceived of as the analysis of words in their sites. 
Compare the various historicizings of the thoroughly ahistorical Kant, be-
ginning with Hegel's. Those are assuredly not history, and especially not 
the history of philosophy. In addition, my concern has long been with how 
our philosophical problems became possible, because I hold that we need 
to understand that in order to grapple with the problems. Daston, who 
served as my paradigm for historical meta-epistemology, and who now in-
troduces what she calls applied metaphysics, was trained as a historian and 
practices her craft. She does have a quality that is not so common among 
historians: a philosophical sensibility. I am trained as an analytic philoso-
pher, but may have more historical sensibility than many of my colleagues. 
Not all historians and philosophers can share their enterprises, but some 
can. Yet even when they do, their overlapping interests differ. 

Generally speaking, Foucault's archaeologies and genealogies were in-
tended to be, among other things, histories of the present. Not Whig histo-
ries, which show how inevitably we got to here. On the contrary, he em-
phasized the contingency of the events that led to the predicaments we find 
pressing or inescapable. At its boldest, historical ontology would show how 
to understand, act out, and resolve present problems, even when in so do-
ing it generated new ones. At its more modest it is conceptual analysis, an-
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alyzing our concepts, but not in the timeless way for which I was educated 
as an undergraduate, in the finest tradition of philosophical analysis. That 
is because the concepts have their being in historical sites. The logical rela-
tions among them were formed in time, and they cannot be perceived cor-
rectly unless their temporal dimensions are kept in view. This dedication to 
analysis makes use of the past, but it is not history. 

I must avoid one misunderstanding that comes from a quite different 
source. Sometimes my readers take me to urge that epistemology should 
be conducted as historical meta-epistemology, and philosophy itself, or 
metaphysics, or at least ontology, should be conducted as historical ontol-
ogy. Of course not. My first methodological statement of any program 
whatsoever was a fond farewell to Cambridge University, a talk at the 
Moral Sciences Club in the spring of 1974: "One Way to Do Philosophy." It 
is summarized in chapter 2 below. I would never advocate any program as 
anything more than one way. I do not do any epistemology aside from the-
orizing about probable inference, but I certainly do not assert that episte-
mology has come to an end, or that its end is in sight (Hacking 1980b). 
Some epistemology--of a totally ahistorical sort-seems to me fascinating 
and certainly important, while some of it seems too timid and drab and 
"scholastic." But rather than distribute worthless words of praise on others, 
let me speak for myself, to illustrate the fact that even one person need not 
do philosophy in only one way. 

My own early work on the foundations of statistical inference (Hacking 
1965) was a mix of logic and epistemology. I have only just now, as this es-
say goes to press, finished an elementary textbook on this topic. I have 
been teaching it for decades, and I have slaved to make it both lively and 
philosophically sound (Hacking 2001c). I recently completed a paper on 
"Aristotelian Categories and Cognitive Domains," and another on the role 
of Aristotle's category of quality in the twenty-first century (Hacking 
2000a, b). Both necessarily refer to ancient texts, and both refer to, among 
other things, the latest cognitive science. These two papers variously mix 
amateur textual analysis, logic, philosophical linguistics, and armchair psy-
chology. There is not a trace of historical ontology in either. There are 
many ways to do philosophy. My wish list in philosophy would barely 
mention a desire for advance in historical ontology: that will happen in 
ways that I cannot foresee. One thing that I really do wish is that philoso-
phers of tomorrow would return to the lessons of two twentieth-century 
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figures who never injected a historical word into their primary philosophy. 
I mean J. 1. Austin (not his work on speech acts, but his delicate analyses of 
explanations for the nuances of meaning), and Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

Philosophy and Science 

There are many ways of bringing new objects into being that have nothing 
to do with the sciences. Pop culture and self-help culture are both full of 
object-making, and there is a lot to be learned there. Here I have not gone 
beyond the sciences, although my focus, my center of gravity (to use two 
metaphors from mature old sciences) has been away from optics or physics 
or other standbys, and toward the human sciences. But the philosophy that 
I invite you to think about and respond to is far beyond the timid disci-
pline known as the philosophy of science. If "ontology" signals something 
closer to an older and less professionalized philosophy, so be it, for that was 
one of my intentions when I chose my title. 

In fact, "ontology" turns out to be perfect, for we are concerned with 
two types of being: on the one hand, rather Aristotelian universals-
trauma or child development-and on the other hand, the particulars that 
fall under them-this psychic pain or that developing child. The universal 
is not timeless but historical, and it and its instances, the children or the 
victims of trauma, are formed and changed as the universal emerges. I have 
called this process dynamic nominalism, because it so strongly connects 
what comes into existence with the historical dynamics of naming and the 
subsequent use of name. But it is not my plan to hang a philosophical ac-
tivity on nomenclature taken from the fifteenth century, and which recalls 
the glory days of late scholasticism. 

I am nevertheless old-fashioned, but chiefly with respect to fashions that 
emerged in the second half of the twentieth century. For I do profess a be-
lief that I find impossible to defend as a doctrine, but which can still moti-
vate practice. That is, I still would like to act on the obscure conjecture that 
when it comes to philosophy, many of our perplexities arise from the ways 
in which a space of possible ideas has been formed. Or, as I put it so long 
ago, in 1973 (chapter 13), using one of Wittgenstein's metaphors and one 
of Foucault's nouns-for-a-moment, many of our flybottles were formed by 
prehistory, and only archaeology can display their shape. 


