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Some contemporary philosophers put forth a claim which is called
“Historical Thesis about the Philosophy”. In the first part of this paper, I
clarify and classify the various formulations of this thesis and | show that
these formulations can be divided into two classes of process-centered and
product-centered formulations. In the second part of the paper, | evaluate
the arguments made by the proponents of historical thesis about
philosophy. Firstly, | explicate the arguments for the product-centered
formulation of historical thesis and show that product-centered
formulation consists of two claims. Then | evaluate the arguments for the
process-centered formulation of historical thesis. | put forth two moderate
and radical versions of process-centered formulation of historical thesis
and | continue to argue that moderate version is uncontroversial, but
radical version is provocative. | formulate two arguments for the radical
version and continue to reconstruct two counterarguments by critics of
historical thesis. In the third part of the paper, | discuss the implications
of historical thesis. The main question is that even if radical version of
process-centered formulation is justified, what epistemic implications we
can derive from radical version. In the conclusion, | summarize the
findings of this research and | emphasize that it is necessary to study the
historicist movement in order to investigate the historical thesis in a more
comprehensive and systematic way.
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Extended Abstract

Some contemporary philosophers have put forward a claim regarding philosophy and its
relation to the history of philosophy, which has been termed the “the historical thesis about
philosophy.” What is this thesis? Its proponents have offered various formulations of it.
The following are examples of some of the most important formulations:

1. Philosophy and the history of philosophy are one

2. The essentially historical nature of philosophy means that philosophy cannot be a
search for timeless answers to timeless questions.

3. One cannot engage in philosophy without engaging with the history of philosophy.

4. Philosophy is an inherently historical activity.

5. It is essential to an adequate understanding of certain problems, gquestions, issues,
that one understand them genetically.

6. The inherently historical nature of philosophy compels us to abandon the idea of a
completely fresh start in philosophy.

In the first part of this paper, | clarify and categorize these formulations, showing that
they are not all the same and that there are sometimes significant differences between them.
These formulations can be divided into two categories: process-centered and product-
centered formulations. To clarify and categorize them, | introduce distinctions that
proponents of the historical thesis about philosophy have often overlooked: the distinction
between the process of philosophizing and the products of philosophizing, the distinction
between two meanings of the phrase “history of philosophy,” and the distinction between
philosophical knowledge and philosophical historiography. | then demonstrate that
formulations 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6 fall under process-centered formulations, while formulation
2 is product-centered. Through analyzing these formulations, I conclude that the various
versions of the historical thesis about philosophy can ultimately be reduced to the following
two formulations:

1. Process-centered formulation: In the process of philosophizing, we necessarily
engage with the history of philosophy.

2. Product-centered formulation: Philosophical questions and answers are necessarily
historical—that is, temporal.

In the second part of the paper, | examine the arguments that proponents of the thesis
have advanced in defense of their claims. Like the formulations themselves, these
arguments are often vague and unclear. First, | outline the arguments in favor of the
product-centered formulation. This formulation itself consists of two claims:

- Philosophical questions are necessarily historical (i.e., temporal) and are not eternal
or timeless.

- Philosophical answers are necessarily historical (i.e., temporal) and are not eternal.

Four objections can be raised against the first claim (in its various formulations):

1. This claim is an empirical assertion made without evidence.

2. This claim has no significant epistemological implications.

3. This claim would face little opposition among philosophers.

4. This claim would be accepted by many philosophers.

Four objections can also be raised against the second claim (in its various formulations):

1. This claim would face little opposition among philosophers.
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2. The connection between the temporality/historicity of human beings on the one hand
and the impossibility of timeless and certain philosophical answers on the other is not
sufficiently clear.

3. The statement “philosophical answers are necessarily historical (i.e., temporal) and
not eternal” is a self-defeating proposition, meaning that there is no possible world in which
this statement is true and someone can have knowledge of its truth.

4. No argument has been presented to explain why timeless and certain propositions
are possible in logic and mathematics but impossible in philosophy.

Next, |1 examine the arguments in favor of the process-centered formulation. I
distinguish between a moderate and a radical version of this formulation and explain that
while the moderate version is largely uncontroversial, the radical version is more
contentious. According to the moderate version, philosophers engage with the history of
philosophy in various ways. For example, we grapple with philosophical questions from
the past, study past philosophers’ answers to philosophical questions, examine historical
philosophical methods, analyze past philosophical concepts and distinctions, and much
more. Some philosophers have also elaborated on how the history of philosophy is present
in our philosophizing. Thus, the moderate version is a plausible and acceptable claim.

However, the claim made by proponents of the historical thesis about philosophy goes
further and is stronger than this. They argue that we necessarily engage with the history of
philosophy when philosophizing. This version of the process-centered formulation is
radical and maximalist. The reasons and evidence provided in defense of the moderate
version are not strong enough to prove the radical version, as the latter employs the modal
term “necessarily,” and such a strong claim cannot be proven by citing isolated examples.
Moreover, one might be able to weaken the radical version with counterexamples.

| present two arguments in defense of the radical version of the process-centered
formulation and then show that some proponents’ reliance on the essential role of tradition
in philosophizing is related to the second argument. The general claim made by defenders
of the thesis is that philosophical tradition is always present in the process of
philosophizing. When discussing the radical version, | explain how the concept of tradition
can support their position. I then outline two possible counterarguments from critics of the
thesis and conclude that while the radical version is ultimately a reasonable and convincing
claim, the debate remains open.

In the third part of the paper, | examine the implications of the historical thesis about
philosophy. The key question here is: Even if the radical version of the process-centered
formulation is justified, what epistemological implications can be drawn from it? Can we
derive conclusions about the degree of justification for philosophical views? Does the
radical version lead to positions such as relativism, skepticism, or fallibilism? If not, what
is the significance of the radical version? In this section, | argue that neither the moderate
nor the radical version of the process-centered formulation leads to relativist, skeptic, or
fallibilist conclusions. However, | show that the radical version demonstrates the
impossibility of certain philosophical projects.

Finally, the findings of this research indicate that among the diverse formulations
proposed by defenders of the historical thesis about philosophy, only the following two
process-centered formulations—moderate and radical—are defensible:
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- In the process of philosophizing, we possibly engage with the history of philosophy
(moderate version).

- In the process of philosophizing, we necessarily engage with the history of philosophy
(radical version).

In the conclusion, | summarize the findings and explain that for a broader and more
systematic discussion of the historical thesis about philosophy, one must study the idea of
historicism and related sources.
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