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Abstract. The article is devoted to the elaboration of the concept of narra-
tive tolerance as a conceptual and methodological tool for processing the 
past, based on such conceptual grounds of the narrative theory of histo
rical knowledge as constructivism, methodological openness, instrumen-
talist approach to the understanding of historical narrative, revisionism 
and perspectivism. Narrative tolerance is proposed to be understood as 
a refusal to impose one’s historical narrative on others (in accordance with 
the principle that “history is written by the victors”), as well as the pos-
sibility of including the voices of different historical agents in the narra-
tive and taking into account different points of view without reducing the 
overall conclusions of the investigation to a “common denominator”, espe-
cially in situations with long-term historical conflicts. 
It is pointed out that the historical past — the historical reality as we know 
it through historical works — is always, to a large extent, an “augment-
ed reality” to the real past. The components that a historian “adds” to the 
real past, creating the historical past in the process of researching, explai
ning and interpreting the available material, include theories, methodo
logies, and conceptual apparatus that are modern and regularly updated. 
The main mechanism for creating and changing the historical past as an 
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augmented reality is the historical narrative. Thus, a set of historical nar-
ratives can be viewed as a way and mechanism of narrative engineering, 
a permanent process of re-description and re-evaluation of existing his-
torical knowledge in the light of new data or theoretical and methodolo
gical approaches within the contemporary humanities. 

Keywords: narrative, narrative theory of historical knowledge, past, toler-
ance, “piecemeal engineering”.

Introduction

The fundamental principles of a democratic rule-of-law state are gua
ranteed by the force of law. It is a widely recognized thesis. But laws 
are written and followed by people who live in a particular historical 
and cultural context. In this regard, it is interesting to examine whe
ther the narrative theory of historical knowledge can also be a foun-
dation for the development of democracy and a culturally inclusive 
state, as well as contribute to socio-cultural (historical and religious) 
reconciliation in modern fragmented societies and between societies. 
I argue that the narrative theory of historical knowledge provides us 
with a whole system of effective conceptual and methodological tools 
for dealing with conflicting narratives and contradictory historical in-
formation, especially given the practices of modern hybrid informa-
tion wars.

The narrative philosophy of history within the analytic tradition 
emerged in the works of Arthur Danto, Louis Mink, and Hayden White 
as a response to the attempts of some early analytic philosophers to 
automatically apply positivist methodology to the study of the past. 
The natural sciences have benefited from its employment, and this fact 
has inspired philosophers such as Karl Hempel (Hempel 1942) and Wil-
liam Drey (Dray 1959) to try to implement the basic positivist principles 
(empiricism, the unity of science and scientific methods, the principle 
of verification, the objectivity of scientific knowledge, and the possi-
bility of studying human society using scientific methods) in a more 
“softened” form in the methodology of studying the past. In this way, 
they strived to preserve the idea of the unity of science and to protect 
the scientific position of historical disciplines in the face of the popular 
neo-positivism of the Vienna Circle with its theses about the primacy 
of experiential knowledge (based on what “is directly given to us”) and 
the method of logical analysis (which should be applied to empirical 
material), which set a certain limit to the content of legitimate science 
(Karnap & Han & Neirat 2012: 105).



In a broader context, the emergence and development of the nar-
rative theory of historical knowledge meant a fruitful attempt to help 
historians to restore the dignity of history as a science. The main role 
in this process, of course, was to be played by historians, according 
to Hayden White. In his opinion, the “burden of the historian” in our 
time is to restore the dignity of the historical studies on a basis that 
will make them consonant with the goals and objectives of the mo
dern intellectual context, that is, to transform the historical sciences 
in such a way as to be able to positively participate in the liberation of 
modernity from the “burden of history” (White 1966: 124). Before the 
First World War, historical studies were at the center of humanitarian 
and social research, and great hopes and expectations of an almost 
enlightened nature were pinned on them. However, the unpreceden
ted destruction of the two world wars and the crimes against human-
ity that accompanied them clearly demonstrated the futility of such 
expectations. Therefore, it is quite understandable that history has 
become a major target for criticism by scholars and philosophers, as 
well as artists and writers. Hayden White writes about this as follows: 

“The First World War did much to destroy what remained of history’s 
prestige among both artists and social scientists; for the war seemed 
to confirm what Nietzsche had maintained two generations earlier. 
History, which was supposed to provide some sort of training for life, 
which was supposed to be “philosophy teaching by examples”, had 
done little to prepare men for the coming of the war; it had not taught 
them what would be expected of them during the war; and when the 
war was over historians seemed incapable of rising above narrow 
partisan loyalties and making sense of the war in any significant way 
(White 1966: 120).

White states that in the middle of the twentieth century historians 
found themselves in a very difficult situation and had to admit, first of 
all to themselves, that it was an impossible task to explain the world 
wars for strictly historical reasons (White 1966: 120). Moreover, history 
deals with the study of the past; it does not provide any mechanisms 
for predicting the future. Arthur Danto makes this point quite clearly 
in his books and essays. Such ambitions as predicting the future, in 
his opinion, are the ambitions of the substantive philosophy of history, 
which he considers to be an inherently false way of thinking about the 
past, since it claims to be a complete description of all history (both 
past and future), which is significantly different from even the most 
extensive historical texts (Danto 2007: 4, 15). Danto means that sub-
stantive philosophers of history tend to take the works of professional 
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historians as data (factual materials) for their constructions, applying 
narrative structure and practices of interpreting past events in a si
milar way to historians. But whereas historians study only the past 
and become interested in the future only when it has become the past, 
substantive philosophers go further and often extrapolate their nar-
rative structures into the future, telling the story in advance, i.e., they 
try to write a story before it can be told in principle. In essence, they 
try to write a history of events before they have even happened and 
provide an account of the past based on a “fictional” understanding of 
the future (Danto 2007: 11, 13).

In this aspect, Danto’s view is in line with Karl Popper’s criticism 
of historicism regarding the falsity and illegitimacy of the idea of pre-
dicting the future development of human history. Popper proceeds 
from the following statements: the course of human history is strong-
ly influenced by the growth of human knowledge, we cannot predict 
the future development of our scientific knowledge using rational or 
scientific methods, and therefore we cannot predict the future course 
of human history. Popper considers the following thesis to be self-evi
dent: if there is such a thing as growing human knowledge, then we 
cannot anticipate today what we will know only tomorrow (to pre-
scribe in advance, as Danto would say). Thus, no society can scien-
tifically predict the future state of its knowledge and the course of 
history. Any prediction is possible only as a retrovision, that is, after 
the events themselves have taken place (Popper 1986: vi-vii). 

Danto elaborates a project of an analytical philosophy of history, 
where he provides a classical definition of narrative, its structure, and 
its purpose as an alternative to the substantive philosophy of history. 
If the purpose of history as a science is to order historical events, or-
ganize the past into temporal entities, and explain historical changes, 
then the goal of the analytical philosophy of history is to provide a sys-
tematic philosophical analysis of the ways in which historians organize 
and order the past (narratives). That is, Danto emphasizes, the ana-
lytical philosophy of history is not just related to philosophy: it is the 
philosophy that is used to solve special conceptual problems that arise 
in the practice of historical studies (Danto 2007: 1, 15, 255).

Nevertheless, not all critical remarks on historiographical practi
ces have received sufficient attention within the narrative theory of 
historical knowledge. In particular, Popper’s critique of the tendency 
to reduce human history to political history and to construct narra-
tives of national and world history around wars, conquests, and vi-
olence remains relevant to this day. In his seminal The Open Society 
and Its Enemies, Popper highlights the fact that the content of world 
history, as taught in schools and universities, is usually reduced to the 



history of international crimes and mass murder. He stresses the fol-
lowing:

“There is no history of mankind, there are only many histories of 
all kinds of aspects of human life. And one of these is the history of 
political power. This is elevated into the history of the world. But this, 
I hold, is an offence against every decent conception of mankind. It is 
hardly better than to treat the history of embezzlement or of robbery 
or of poisoning as the history of mankind; for the history of power 
politics is nothing but the history of international crime and mass 
murder (including, it is true, some of the attempts to suppress them). 
This history is taught in schools, and many of the greatest criminals 
are presented as heroes” (Popper 2013: 475).

Popper’s thought seems to be a kind of continuation of Walter Ben-
jamin’s reflections on how history is made to work for politics and on 
the barbarism that is passed down from generation to generation as 
a result of this. This is remarkably interesting fact, given that Benja-
min and Popper represent fundamentally different philosophical ap-
proaches. Nevertheless, Benjamin also wonders who gets more em-
pathy from adherents — the conquerors or the defeated — and comes 
to the conclusion that, as a rule, the conquerors. The reason for this is 
that history protects the victors, and all rulers see themselves as heirs 
to those who conquered before them. The defeated are usually seen 
as “cultural treasures” belonging to the victors. Thus, it can be argued 
that all contemporary (and future) conquerors and “greatest criminals” 
are inspired and justified in this way before themselves and the world. 
Therefore, Benjamin underlines that every proof or testimony of ci
vilization is at the same time a proof and testimony of its barbarism. 
Moreover, just as the evidence of civilization is not free from barba-
rism, the very way in which it is passed from one owner to another 
is also “poisoned” by barbarism (Benjamin 2015: 248). In other words, 
history documents both the development of human civilization and its 
barbaric manifestations, and often passes all this in a mixed form from 
one generation to the next without placing accents, which can also be 
considered barbaric to some extent in our time.

Despite the fact that in the second half of the twentieth century, 
given the devastating experience of the two world wars, a number of 
fairly successful attempts were made to change the way history was 
written and taught (including class, religious, and gender perspectives), 
the national historical narrative not only did not lose its position, but 
also strengthened its leading role in historiography. As Stefan Berger 
and Chris Lorenz aptly point out, the situation has changed little in 
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understanding the practical functions of historical education since the 
early nineteenth century. Solid historical education (the canon) has as 
its main goal the unification of society, the integration into the “na-
tion” of even those who seem to be unwilling to integrate (migrants, 
refugees, i.e. people with different cultural backgrounds). According-
ly, despite the fact that national history has been repeatedly declared 
“dead” over the past century, the belief in the salutary practical re-
sults of national history education remains relevant (Berger & Lorenz 
2006). Thus, we are faced with a dilemma: on the one hand, writing 
national history will remain an important way of history writing for 
a long time to come, and on the other hand, we must realize that since 
the nineteenth century, national narratives have been reactionary and 
extremely dangerous in their consequences (they have typically been 
used to legitimize wars and genocides) (Berger 2007: 66). 

National and world histories are still written primarily as political 
histories, i.e., they focus on political issues (creation and collapse of 
empires, wars, formation of political blocs and military alliances). The 
victorious wars in the history of one’s own country and the expan-
sion of its territories through the capture and occupation of the lands 
of other (often neighboring) nations are usually glorified. Only those 
who have encroached on the integrity of “our” state are recognized as 
“invaders”, i.e., only violence against our own country is condemned, 
while the aggression of “our” state against all others is considered 
correct and justified by the goal of state development, strengthening 
its influence and power. When such approaches to writing history do 
meet, which usually happens in a situation with complex traumatic 
pages of the past that exist in the history of every nation in relation 
to its closest neighbors, we get a long-term politicized historical con-
flict. It, in turn, becomes a source of permanent return of this conflict 
to modern relations between states, its reinvention or modernization, 
provokes tension and hostility in the attitude of peoples to each other 
in our time without so-called “real” reasons that remain deep in the 
past, which is not here and now. The age of the information society and 
information manipulation (post-truth), as well as the largely globalized 
world, only increase the danger posed by the controversial past, or 
rather, its contradictory versions and explanations (narratives). There-
fore, in my opinion, the usual way of writing history should be changed 
so that history provides not only an educational and practical function 
(education of loyal citizens), but also, as White emphasized, performs 
a humanizing role — serves to humanize the experience of social life 
(White 1966: 134).

The narrative philosophy of history can help us with this. By gra
dually and permanently changing the way history is written, we can 



change the fundamental national narratives, shaping them as nar-
ratives of cultural convergency (in the sense of interaction). An im-
portant principle and conceptual tool in this regard, in my opinion, is 
a narrative tolerance2.

Conceptual Grounds of the Narrative Theory  
of Historical Knowledge 

The narrative theory of historical knowledge is actually a set of sepa-
rate, often competing, conceptions of the narrative philosophy of his-
tory of the second half of the twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies. The terms “narrativism” and “narrativists”, as Eva Domanska 
notes, were first used by William Dray to refer to history theorists who 
pay serious attention to the nature and role of narrative in histori-
cal studies (Domanska 2012: 30). According to Dray, narrativists are 
philosophers who emphasize “the centrality of narration in history”. 
He also provided the main arguments of the critics of the narrativist 
approach, who view narrative as a way for historians to simply “record” 
what they have discovered in the course of their own historical inves-
tigation (Dray 1971: 153-155). From Maurice Mandelbaum’s point of view, 
narrative inevitably simplifies the past. This concerns the rigid line-
ar and plot sequence of a historical work that a historian constructs 
when writing a narrative history. Moreover, attention to the narrative 
aspect of historical works distracts philosophers from studying those 
features of history that make it a form of research or cognition (Man-
delbaum 1967: 414-416). 

Among the critics of the narrativist position, Leon Goldstein should 
also be mentioned, who asserts that history is a way of knowing the 
past, not just a mode of discourse, so narrative cannot be considered 
the essence of history. Like Mandelbaum, Goldstein believes that the 
focus of history theory on the narrative form of historical account 

2	 It is important to make a distinction between a master narrative as a framework 
for writing national and international history (broad understanding) and 
a narrative as a tool or form of organization and representation of historical 
knowledge — a model for describing and explaining a certain aspect of the 
past (epistemological understanding). The historical narrative of cultural 
convergency is a model of the master narrative, which should be constructed 
as a narrative of successful interaction between a large number of ethnocultural 
and religious groups (who historically lived and still live in a particular state 
or between states) and the settlement of conflicts between them that have 
occurred in the past and may arise in the future, based on the idea of protecting 
equal human rights and freedoms, unconditional respect for human dignity and 
tolerance of cultural differences.
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leads to a decrease in research attention to the study of the epistemic 
features of history as a type of knowledge (Goldstein 1976: 17, 154). But 
at the same time, in his reflections, he actually proceeds from the same 
premise of the indirectness of historical knowing as the narrativists, 
and also thoroughly develops a constructivist theory of historical cog-
nition, creating an epistemological basis for the development of the 
narrative theory of history. Therefore, there is a reason to believe that 
Goldstein puts himself in fundamental opposition to the narrativists, 
primarily because of the limited understanding of the concept of his-
torical narrative and its purpose by some early narrativists, that is, 
as a historical work in narrative (literary) form, the plot of which re-
volves around the description of the change of someone or something. 
Goldstein sums up: “What narrativists demand is that the historian tell 
a story in the course of which the change is seen to have occurred and 
is rendered intelligible, being necessitated by the requirements of the 
story itself” (Goldstein 1976: 171). 

Here we should partially agree with Dray and Goldstein’s criticism 
of narrativists, because the category of “historical change” is indeed 
important for classical narrativists. For example, in Danto’s concept, 
the explanatory function of narrative is associated with the explana-
tion of “change” in the development of events and processes. The rea-
son for this is that the narrative creates a natural context in which the 
event acquires historical significance (Danto 2007: 141, 234). Danto’s 
idea of narrative as a mode of explanation specific to historical studies 
is further developed within the modern analytical tradition by Paul 
Roth. He argues that only a narrative can explain events that are stated 
in the form of narrative sentences (which may also contain an evalua-
tion of these events) (Roth 2017: 43, 50). 

Returning to the issue of the emergence of the narrative theory 
of historical knowledge, it should be stressed that its main ideas were 
formulated in the 1960s and 1970s in the works of such philosophers as 
Danto, Louis Mink, and Hayden White, and were significantly comple-
mented later by Frank Ankersmit (Ankersmit 1983). It is worth noting 
that in his later works, Ankersmit addresses the topic of historical ex-
perience, revealing a fundamentally different perspective in the theo-
ry of history (Ankersmit 1994). Nowadays, the narrative philosophy of 
history provides a powerful theoretical foundation for contemporary 
historical studies. Controversies and discussions between the diffe
rent conceptions of narrativist philosophers, as well as between nar
rativism and other theoretical approaches in the contemporary phi-
losophy of history (for example, the position of “internal realism” by 
Chris Lorenz, the postnarrativist approach by Jouni-Matti Kuukkanen, 
the pragmatists view by Veronica Tozzi, or certain history theorists 



such as Goldstein) stimulate the further development both philosophy 
of history in general and the narrative theory of historical knowledge 
in particular, as the conceptual basis of the modern historical studies.

The conceptual grounds of the narrative theory of historical 
knowledge include the following: (1) constructivism in the theory of 
knowledge, which underlines that historical reality is constructed or 
created by historians; (2) methodological openness, which means wide 
possibilities for successful combination of ideas and methodological 
tools of different philosophical traditions and approaches, which also 
means openness to criticism; (3) understanding a narrative as a form 
of organization of historical knowledge that is most suitable for the 
purposes of history as a scientific discipline (description, explanation 
and interpretation of the past); (4) revisionism, which consists in per-
manent revision — “re-discription and re-evaluation” of the existing 
historical knowledge in connection with the discovery of new facts or 
new approaches to their understanding and explanation, which should 
serve the purposes of humanizing history and contribute to the the
rapeutic function of history; (5) perspectivism, which is the theoretical 
understanding of the concepts of “point of view”, “time perspective”, 
and “cultural context”, which allows for a scientific analysis of the ide-
ological and value dimension of historical works, and not just reject it 
as something “non-scientific”.

The constructivist position in the narrative theory of historical 
knowledge was first most clearly reflected in the works of Danto, in 
particular in his concept of the “narrative sentence”. The concept of 
“narrative sentence” was proposed by him to mark and explain a very 
interesting feature of historical knowledge. We get the full amount of 
knowledge about a particular event from the past through knowledge 
about events that are in the future in relation to this event, that is, 
depending on what later historical events we connect it with (Danto 
2007: 17). While narrative sentences can be found in various types of 
narratives and everyday language, Danto considers them to be a spe-
cifically historical type of sentence. These are sentences in which the 
historian refers to at least two events separated in time, but describes 
the chronologically earlier event by means of the later event (Danto 
1962: 146). In the case of narrative sentences, the following points are 
important: first, the events referred to in the sentence actually took 
place (i.e., there is evidence of them in historical sources); second, the 
historian draws a direct (causal) or indirect connection between them; 
third, it is the historian who also chooses the events that he or she 
connects in this way within the historical narrative (Roth 2017: 47, 50). 

The real constructivist stage in the narrative philosophy of history 
begins in the works of White, who believes that traditional “chronicle” 
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and “story” are “primitive elements” of historical narrative that serve 
to select historically significant material. White postulates a dee
per — metahistorical — level of historical thinking (or consciousness), 
at which the historian or philosopher of history chooses conceptu-
al strategies for explaining, interpreting, and representing historical 
material, performing a prefigurative act (White 1975: x, 5-6, 427). He 
writes: “On this level, I believe, the historian performs an essentially 
poetic act, in which he prefigures the historical field and constitutes it 
as a domain upon which to bring to bear the specific theories he will 
use to explain “what was really happening” in it” (White 1975: x).

According to Eugen Zelenak, the narrative approach most fruitfully 
develops and popularizes the constructivist position in the philosophy 
of history. Within narrativism itself, he distinguishes two versions of 
constructivism: representationalism (historical texts are representa-
tions of the past) and non-representationalism (historical texts are the 
result of specific practices). But both of these positions are charac-
terized by an understanding of historical texts as complex construc-
tions, not just descriptions of the past, and by an emphasis on the ac-
tive creative role of historians in shaping points of view or generating 
interpretations of the past that do not directly reflect past events. 
As a result, Zelenak states, the narrative theory of historical know
ledge has contributed the following ideas to the general context of the 
modern philosophy of history: rather than merely finding the facts, 
historians invent specific concepts and theories to explain the date 
from the sources; rather than copying a preexisting order of things, 
historians impose their narrative or other organizational structures 
to provide meaningful presentations of past human actions; viewing 
such concepts as the French Revolution or the World War I as original 
tools for dealing with the past or as historian’s special techniques to 
organize and communicate chaotic information about past events; un-
derstanding historical texts not as mirrors (not even selective mirrors) 
or approximate maps of the past, but rather as creative constructions 
offered by historians to account for what happened in the past (Ze-
lenak 2015: 209-210).

This also points to another attribute of the narrativist approach: 
methodological openness, which means a broad possibility of success-
fully combining and implementing conceptual tools from different 
philosophical traditions. A striking example of methodological in-
terdisciplinarity is White’s narrative theory of history, who in one of 
his early works, The Burden of History, calls for the methodological 
cosmopolitanism of historical studies, for wider involvement of the 
newest tools from the theory of literature and philosophy of science 
in the contemporary philosophy of history (White 1966: 126). From 



White’s point of view, history has always been a multidisciplinary field 
of knowledge, similar to bricolage in terms of its methodology. His-
torians always borrow objects of study from other disciplines simply 
because these objects “live” in the same world as the main objects of 
the historian’s analysis. For example, historians often study economic 
phenomena and artistic phenomena alongside the political and social 
structures that primarily interest them. Thus, they draw on as much 
expertise from other disciplines as they deem necessary to proper-
ly justify the results of their investigations. Such a bricolage is much 
more congenial to the professional historians’ community than any 
attempts to import the methodology from “outside” (Domanska 2008: 
14). Therefore, in his theory of history, White tries to fruitfully com-
bine the achievements of the analytical and continental traditions in 
the philosophy of history, in particular, he thoroughly explores the 
epistemological findings of Michel Foucault, one of the leading French 
poststructuralists (White 1975: 1, 3). Jerzy Topolski, for example, em-
phasizes the deep interconnection between White’s fundamental phi
losophical ideas of White on the one hand, and those of Foucault and 
Roland Barthes on the other (Topolskyi 2012: 96).

An important example of the methodological openness of narrati
vism is the elaboration of Veronica Tozzi’s narrative pragmatist-orien
ted philosophy of history, which aims to implement the ideas of pragma-
tism in the modern narrative philosophy of history. Tozzi emphasizes 
that this alliance (of narrativism and pragmatism) will reinforce the 
former’s most provocative — and therefore, more productive — thesis: 
that the means of production of historical writing are central to cla
rifying controversies about the past. In Tozzi’s pragmatic conception, 
narrativism argues that the meaning of  discourse about the past is 
not revealed as a result of its representative relationship to past rea
lity, but rather in terms of the future consequences of accepting such 
discourses as answers to problems that have arisen in the context of 
our current research practices (Tozzi 2016: 170).  Such practical conse-
quences do not imply utility, but instead are related to the future pro-
cedure of justification and imply acceptance of responsibility for our 
future actions. Therefore, the idea that historical interpretations can 
be ethically neutral is indefensible. The pragmatic notion of “practi-
cal” (and “practical meaning”) would help us understand how historical 
ideas (narratives or interpretations) produced by academic historiog-
raphy, literature, or lay people are incomprehensible without consi
dering their practical implications. Thus, Tozzi concludes, a dialogue 
between narrativism and a pragmatic philosophy of meaning would 
be very productive in two ways: a pragmatic approach would build the 
necessary bridges between the various forms of appropriation of the 
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past by academic historiography, literature, and life, while at the same 
time strengthening the narrativist program as the most appropriate 
for discussing the social, ethical, and political role of academic history 
(Tozzi 2018: 66).

The instrumentalist understanding of narrative as a form of or-
ganization of historical knowledge that is most suitable for the pur-
poses of history as a scientific discipline (description, explanation, and 
interpretation of the past) is found primarily in Danto’s concept. It is 
reflected in his program statement: “The difference between history 
and science is not that history does and science does not employ or-
ganizing  schemes which go beyond what is giving. Both do. The dif-
ference has to to with the kind of organizing schemes employed by 
each. History tells stories” (Danto 2007: 111). Danto compares historical 
narratives and scientific theories as universal schemes for organizing 
knowledge. The task of a historian, even based on the nature of his or 
her work, should not be a simple reproduction of the past, but a cer-
tain organization of the past. Hence, a historical narrative is a way of 
organizing the past into temporal wholes by describing and explaining 
large-scale historical changes using a temporal perspective linguisti-
cally reflected in narrative sentences (Danto 2007: 102, 255). 

This instrumentalist definition of historical narrative allows us to 
consider it as a kind of functional equivalent of a theory in science, 
which structures and explains historical material, and also requires 
verification and factual confirmation. However, as Danto notes, we 
should take into account the fact that, unlike general theories, histo
rical narratives are always tied to the place and time of their writing, 
representing answers to specific historical questions (Danto 2007: 11, 
137). Louis Mink also demonstrates an instrumentalist approach to 
understanding the nature and tasks of historical narrative. He argues 
that the narrative form cannot be equated with fairy tales, myths, or 
novels, because “narrative is a primarily cognitive instrument — an in-
strument rivaled, in fact, only by theory and by metaphor as irreduci-
ble ways of making the flux of experience comprehensible” (Mink 1978: 
131). 

An extremely significant step in the theoretical understanding of 
the role and functions of the historical narrative is made by White. 
According to White’s concept, a historical work is a verbal structure 
in the form of a narrative prose discourse that claims to be a model of 
past structures and processes in order to explain what they were by 
representing them (White 1975: 2). He proposes to distinguish the fol-
lowing levels of conceptualization in the historical work: (1) chronicle; 
(2) story; (3) mode of emplotment; (4) mode of argument; (5) mode of 
ideological implication, and makes an essential clarification: 



“I take “chronicle” and “story” to refer  to “primitive elements” in the 
historical account, but both represent processes of selection and 
arrangement of data from the unprocessed historical record in the 
interest of rendering that record more comprehensible to an audience 
of a particular kind. As thus conceived, the historical work represents 
an attempt to mediate among what I will call the historical field, 
the unprocessed historical record, other historical accounts, and an 
audience” (White 1975: 5).

This understanding of the historical narrative as a discursive mo
del of the unfolding of historical processes, events, and phenomena 
that is aimed at creating the “effect of reality” is of great conceptual 
importance. Since it is a historian who is its constructor, he or she 
“processes” selected events from chronicles and other historical nar-
ratives into a story, using certain narrative tactics of explanation and 
interpretation to create the “effect of reality”. These narrative tactics 
or ways of narrativization (explanation and interpretation) include the 
following: first, explanation by emplotment; second, explanation by ar-
gument; third, explanation by ideological implication (White 1975: 7). 
White stresses that we cannot talk about science in the modern sense 
without a theory, and probably the essential sign of the modernity of 
a particular field of scientific work is that it has a division into “theo-
retical” and  “practical” (or “applied”) dimensions (White 2014: 44).

Perspectivism and revisionism as conceptual grounds of the nar-
rative theory of history are outlined and thoroughly analyzed by Dan-
to, who believes that they are rooted in the very nature of histori-
cal knowledge. The inherent perspective of historical research and, 
accordingly, the permanent revision and reassessment of its results 
are necessary conditions for the functioning of history as a system of 
knowledge. At the time of actions, we often do not realize the signif-
icance that we assign to them later. This is a key feature of the histo
rical ordering of events: historical events are constantly being re-de-
scribed, and their significance is being re-evaluated in the light of later 
information. With this information, a historian can say a little more 
about events than witnesses or contemporaries of those events. This 
is a common feature and a significant advantage of the historical view 
of the world. Danto puts it this way: “The whole truth concerning an 
event can only be known after, and sometimes only long after the event 
itself has taken place, and this part of the story historians alone can 
tell. It is something even the best sort of witness cannot know” (Danto 
2007: 151). 

For this reason, historical knowledge can never be complete or un-
changeable. Danto points out that we are always revising our ideas 
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about the past, and to assume that they should be “unchangeable” 
would be unfair to the spirit of historical inquiry (Danto 2007: 143, 145). 
A historian has the unique privilege of seeing events in a temporal per-
spective, therefore, as Danto repeatedly stresses, it should not be con-
sidered a disadvantage that a historian, being temporally distant from 
the events he or she studies, is unable to know them as eyewitness-
es would, because he or she does not have to know them in this way. 
“For the whole point of history is not to know about actions as witnes
ses might, but as historians do, in connection with later events and as 
parts of temporal wholes. <…> Men would give a great deal to be able 
to see their actions through the eyes of historians” (Danto 2007: 183) .

In addition, we should always remember that a historian, like any 
other person, has beliefs, worldviews, and specific interests. This does 
not prevent or diminish historian’s ability to achieve his or her “minimal 
goal”, as Danto calls it, which is to express truthful statements about 
the past. Historical narrative is always selective, it draws attention to 
something as more important in the context of research, and leaves 
something out of consideration as less important. However, besides 
this, a historian may have other motives for talking about some events 
and not mentioning others. Our way of organizing the past, Danto in-
sists, is causally related to our particular interests (Danto 2007: 30-31, 
33). “We cannot conceive of history without organizational schemes, 
nor of historically organizing schemes apart from specific human in-
terests” (Danto 2007: 111).

For White, there is no non-ideological basis on which it would be 
possible to objectively examine the various conceptions of the histori-
cal process and historical knowledge appealed to different ideologies. 
Therefore, one cannot claim that one conception of historical know
ledge is more “realistic” or “scientific” than another without showing 
a certain bias as to what a specific historical or social science should 
be. In his conception of the theory of history, he tries to show how 
ideological beliefs are incorporated into the historian’s attempts to 
explain the historical field and construct a verbal model of historical 
events or processes in the narrative (White 1975: 26).

The practical interest of a historian is analyzed in detail by Chris 
Lorenz, who successfully implements Hilary Putnam’s conception 
of internal realism into the narrative theory of history. According to 
Lorenz, the normative aspects related to the choice of perspective 
of seeing the past are the most important in historiography because 
historians argue about them the most. Similar to descriptive state-
ments, normative assertions in historical narratives do not exist alone, 
but appear one after the other, as they are interconnected on a con-
ceptual level. Just as descriptive statements are based on theories of 



observation, so normative assertions are always based on theories of 
morality, which obviously act as background knowledge. Therefore, 
Lorenz states, it is better to openly agree on the normative perspec-
tives of historians from the very beginning (declare and subject to sci-
entific analysis, rather than to judge from the position of “ethical neu-
trality”), which will eventually strengthen the rationality of historical 
discussions (Lorenz 1994, 317-318, 321-322).

Taking into account the above-mentioned conceptual grounds of 
the narrative theory of history, we can also speak of narrative toler-
ance as an integral part of the narrative approach in the philosophy 
of history. Here, narrative tolerance is proposed to be understood as 
a decisive refusal to impose one’s historical narrative on others (in ac-
cordance with the principle that “history is written by the victors”), 
as well as the possibility of including the voices of different histori-
cal agents in the narrative and taking into account different points of 
view without reducing the overall conclusions of the investigation to 
a “common denominator”, especially in situations with long-term his-
torical conflicts. However, it is important to underscore that this does 
not apply to proven cases of crimes against humanity and violations of 
international law.

Narrative Tolerance as  
a Conceptual and Practical Tool 

The philosophical basis for the concept of narrative tolerance is the 
idea of multiplicity of pasts proposed by Paul Roth, as well as the com-
mon understanding of historical fact as an event under description, 
shared by Danto and White. 

Roth argues for the plurality of pasts that is possible because the 
constructing of the past always depends to some extent on social-
ly mediated negotiations about the match between our descriptions 
and experiences. Roth states that the past is constructed (rather than 
found) and emphasizes the priority of classification over perception in 
the order of understanding and verification of historical knowledge. 
Such things as events, facts, actions, kinds exist and have explanation 
only in a theory. From Rothʼs point of view, the temporal distance in 
the case of history may accentuate some of the problems of under-
standing others and what they did in the past, but the problems raised 
are not unique to the theory of knowledge as such (Roth 2012: 333-
336). Roth notes that the constant changes in the way we describe and 
narrate past events do not change “the past itself,” but only change our 
appreciation of what happened. He maintains: 
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“Given alternative modes for structuring what happens, changes in 
description can alter relations among events imputed to a past, and 
so how a past thus structured impacts what becomes possible going 
forward. A plurality of pasts results because constituting a  past 
depends to some degree on socially mediated negotiations of a fit 
between descriptions and experience. Even what we take to mark 
what can change and what cannot itself depends on the possibility of 
descriptive change or reclassification, human histories will continue 
to reveal a multiplicity of pasts” (Roth 2012: 339).

In other words, most of the categories that we usually use to 
construct the past are largely dependent on the socially determined 
narrative strategies of the present. This view of Rothʼs is in line with 
Dantoʼs position that the past itself does not change, but the way we 
organize it does. Nothing can happen to the past in itself to change 
it or make it “false,” but over time we increasingly feel the need to 
add new or more “fresh” descriptions of certain events and proces
ses (Danto 2007: 166–167, 180). Thus, the “temporal wholes” into which 
the historian organizes historical events by means of a narrative are 
permanently changing, and therefore, the results of any historical re-
search are open to ongoing re-description in accordance with changes 
the descriptive strategies. 

Roth grounds his idea of the plurality of pasts in the thesis of the 
existence of two fundamentally different dimensions of the past, pro-
posed by Goldstein. In Historical Knowing, Goldstein proposes to 
distinguish between the real past, which exists outside the totality of 
historical texts and direct experience of historians, and the histori-
cal past (the totality of historical texts or narratives), which is created 
by historians (Goldstein 1976: xix-xxi, 136). He also stresses that the 
historical fact is not found in the past because a fact is a statement 
about the past formulated by a historian on the basis of his research. 
“Historical facts are the products, or outcome, of historical research. 
… We have simply no approach to the human past other than by means 
of historical research” (Goldstein 1976: 88-89). 

The idea that historical facts exist only in thought, language, and 
discourse is not new to the narrative theory of history. The concep-
tual distinction between a historical event (a state of affairs that took 
place in a certain time and space) and a historical fact (a statement 
about that state of affairs) was clearly drawn by White. Events hap-
pen and are more or less properly reflected in historical texts, while 
facts are theoretically constructed in thought and/or imaginatively in 
the imagination. In an interview with Eva Domanska, White admitted 
that at this point he adopts Danto’s position that the historical fact is 



the event under description (Domanska 2008: 5-6). According to Dan-
to, a historical fact is an event under the narrative description, and 
thus the same event can form the basis for a large number of historical 
facts (Danto 2007: 235). However, this does not mean that relativism 
prevails. White emphasizes that the historian always deals with “real 
events”. These events are real not because they occurred but because 
they were remembered and are capable of being fixed in a chronologi-
cally ordered sequence. To qualify as historical, an event must have at 
least two narrations of its occurrence. Unless at least two versions of 
the same set of events can be imagined, there is no reason for a his-
torian to take upon himself the authority of giving the true account of 
what really happened. Thus, history as a science belongs to the cate-
gory of what can be called “the discourse of the real” (White 1987: 20).

Thus, we come to two paradoxical conclusions: first, the past, as it 
is given to us, is constructed, multiple, and at the same time real, and 
second, that our knowledge of the past can be both contradictory and 
true. This situation requires us to develop additional conceptual and 
methodological tools for dealing with the historical knowledge. The 
notion of narrative tolerance is one of such tools.

 Narrative tolerance, as a strategy for historical research, implies 
a refusal to impose oneʼs own national historical narrative on other 
(neighboring) countries and gradually replace it with a transnational 
perspective or with a narrative of cultural convergency (Mishalova 
2019: 52-53). Narrative tolerance as a methodological tool is a way of 
writing a historical narrative that involves at least two points of view on 
a certain sequence of historical events, except in cases of violations of 
international law and crimes against humanity. For example, there can 
be no explanation of the Holocaust or the Holodomor from the point of 
view of the organizers of these crimes — the Nazi and Soviet regimes, 
respectively. This also implies avoiding the use of expressions that pro-
voke hate speech in the practice of historiography, such as “old enemy”, 
“endless enmity”, and “glorious victory”, as they serve as triggers for the 
resumption of past conflicts and encourage hostility and belligerence.

In his essay Theses on the Philosophy of History, Benjamin offers an 
interesting metaphor of the “angel of history”, which very aptly reflects 
the constructive character of the work of every historian. Benjamin 
writes: 

“A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking 
as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly 
contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are 
spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned 
toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 
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catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls 
it in front of his feet. The angel would like to say, awaken the dead, 
and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the 
angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him 
into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris 
before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress” 
(Benjamin 2015: 249).

The historian constructs and reconstructs the historical past, sup-
plementing the existing view of the past with new facts or new ap-
proaches to their interpretation, thus enriching our knowledge of the 
past in itself. Collingwood argues that history as a scientific discipline 
is constructive by its very nature (Collingwood 1946: 240). Popper un-
derscores that there can be no history of the past as “what actually 
happened”. There can only be historical interpretations, none of which 
are final. And each generation has the right to form their own interpre-
tation. However, in his opinion, this is not only a right, but also a kind 
of obligation (Popper 2013: 473).

That is why it is extremely important to develop and promote the 
notion of narrative tolerance as a principle (а basic framework) and 
methodological tool in the historical studies, including in history 
teaching. We must recognize that the historical past, as we know it 
through historical works, is always to a large extent an “argumented 
reality” to the real past. The components that a historian “adds” to the 
real past, creating the historical past in the process of researching, 
explaining, and interpreting the available material, include theories, 
methodologies, and conceptual apparatus that are modern and re
gularly updated. The main mechanism for creating and changing the 
historical past as an augmented reality is the historical narrative. So, 
a set of historical narratives can be viewed not only as a way of ex-
istence of the historical past (metaphysical dimension), but also as 
a method and/or mechanism of narrative engineering (epistemologi-
cal dimension), a permanent process of re-description and re-evalua-
tion of existing historical knowledge (as Danto points out it) in the light 
of new data or theoretical and methodological approaches within the 
contemporary humanities. 

In turn, narrative engineering, which is actually practiced by his-
torians, can be considered by analogy with Popper’s piecemeal social 
engineering or even as a component of the latter. By social enginee
ring, Popper means the planning and design of institutions for the pur-
pose of social changes (delaying or controlling, or subduing the next 
historical development) (Popper 1986: 45). He accentuates: 



“The only course open to the social sciences is to forget all about the 
verbal fireworks and to tackle the practical problems of our time with 
the help of the theoretical methods which are fundamentally the same 
in all sciences. I mean the methods of trial and error, of inventing 
hypotheses which can be practically tested, and of submitting them 
to practical tests. A social technology is needed whose results can be 
tested by piecemeal social engineering” (Popper 2013: 428).

In view of the above, narrative tolerance as a conceptual frame-
work and methodological tool can be seen as a kind of narrative tech-
nology aimed at enabling and conceptually supporting piecemeal 
narrative engineering — “piecemeal tinkering” in Popper’s terms, that 
is, progressive changes in the descriptions and explanations of con-
troversial and/or conflictual pages of the past. Long-lasting historical 
conflicts are necessarily reflected in historiographical traditions and 
result in contradictory historical conclusions, making them difficult 
to resolve overnight, even if there is political will to settle the conflict 
(which is actually sometimes lacking in such situations). According to 
Popper, one of the most important tasks of any technology is to point 
out what cannot be achieved (Popper 1986: 58, 61). 

Narrative tolerance as a tool for progressive changes in the histori-
ography simultaneously shows the possibility of changing our vision of 
the past (through changes in the narratives) and the limitations asso-
ciated with this, namely, the gradual nature of these changes, the con-
tradictory results, etc. Just as the course of the historical process can 
never be theoretically modeled, since the end result will always dif-
fer from the rational project (Popper 1986: 47–48), narrative tolerance 
cannot guarantee one hundred percent effectiveness either. However, 
it can lay the groundwork for this and, in White’s words, transform 
historical research in such a way as to allow historians to participate 
positively in liberating the present from the “burden of history” (White 
1966: 124).

Finally, it should be stressed that narrative tolerance as a concep-
tual and methodological tool cannot be considered separately from 
the methodological canons of the historical profession, in particular, 
Leopold von Ranke’s method of source criticism, based on the ratio
nal critical tradition of the New Age. The “piecemeal tinkering” within 
Popper’s concept of social engineering should be used in conjunction 
with critical analysis, which, in his opinion, is the best way to achieve 
practical results in both the social and natural sciences (Popper 1986: 
58).

In this context, the position of critical rationalism, with its focus 
on arguments and experience within the epistemology of history, can 
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be seen as a kind of continuation of the Rankean critical approach at 
the conceptual level, i.e., the level of theoretical and moral and ethical 
assumptions of scientific work. The basic principle of this position is 
as follows: “I may be wrong and you may be right, and by an effort we 
may get nearer to the truth”. And according to Popper, this principle is 
very close to the scientific approach, as it is associated with the idea 
that everyone can be wrong, so either the scholar or other researchers 
can identify their mistakes through criticism and self-criticism (Pop-
per 2013: 442). It is a mechanism for the development of science, the 
growth and clarification of academic knowledge, based on the scien-
tific method and academic objectivity as intersubjectively recognized 
research results in the natural sciences, engineering, and humanities. 
Popper notes: “What we call ‘scientific objectivity’ is not a product of 
the individual scientist’s impartiality, but a product of the social or 
public character of scientific method; and the individual scientist’s im-
partiality is, so far as it exists, not the source but rather the result of 
this socially or institutionally organized objectivity of science” (Popper 
2013: 426).

Within the analytical philosophy of history, Goldstein, like Popper, 
emphasizes the important role of historians’ prior theoretical beliefs 
and the intersubjective nature of the scientific method in history. He 
argues that the historian’s description is true because it is reasona-
ble to believe that some part of the past had such characteristics, and 
not because it corresponds to an real event as a witness may have ob-
served it, but it does not mean the subjectivity of historians as histo-
rians constitute the historical past. Historical knowledge is relative to 
the discipline of history in the same way that any sort of knowledge 
is relative to the disciplined way in which it is produced. According 
to the methodological approach, historical objectivity is an intersub-
jective agreement between historians. In terms of methodology, his-
torical objectivity is an intersubjective agreement between historians 
(Goldstein 1976: 211–213).

Critical rationalism leads to another interesting conclusion, name-
ly that everyone has the right to be heard and to defend his or her po-
sition, that guarantees the right to tolerance. Popper formulates this 
as follows: “Rationalism is therefore bound up with the idea that the 
other fellow has a right to be heard, and to defend his arguments. It 
thus implies the recognition of the claim to tolerance, at least of all 
those who are not intolerant themselves” (Popper 2013: 443). Popper 
insists that the adoption of rationalism implies that there is a common 
means of communication — a common language of reason. This estab-
lishes a kind of moral obligation towards this language, an obligation 
to maintain its standards of clarity and to use it in academic studies 



and discussions in such a way that it can retain its function as a means 
of argumentation, i.e., to use it as a tool for rational communication 
rather than as a means of “self-expression” (Popper 2013: 443).

However, critical rationalism tells us that we have an obligation not 
only to listen to the arguments of our opponents, but also to respond 
accordingly, i.e., to respond simply and tolerantly. However, absolute 
tolerance leads to the disappearance of tolerance, which is known as 
the “paradox of tolerance”. Here, Popper calls on us to demand that in 
order to preserve tolerance, we should not tolerate the intolerant. We 
must demand that any movement that preaches intolerance outlaws 
itself, and we must make incitement to intolerance and persecution 
criminal, just as we must make incitement to murder, kidnapping, or 
the revival of the slave trade criminal. For if we extend unlimited to
lerance even to those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to de-
fend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the 
tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them (Popper 2013: 581). 

Therefore, narrative tolerance must also be limited, i.e., it cannot 
apply to “alternative” justifications for proven crimes against humanity 
(the Holocaust or the Holodomor), violations of international law (Rus-
sia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 or Russia’s full-scale military inva-
sion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022), or ideologies such as Fascism, 
Nazism, or Stalinism. Following the principle of narrative tolerance, as 
well as determining its limits in each specific research case, is a collec-
tive effort and responsibility of the community of historians. In order 
to be able to adequately perceive and deal with the plurality of visions 
of the past, which implies the contradiction of positions as a “norm”, 
we need not only critical but also tolerant historical thinking.
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