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1. Introduction: a Real Problem

“There is a certain triteness and staleness about it that reminds me a little of a habit which I dislike: that of philosophizing without a real problem”
. From my point of view, the real problem triggering Popper’s reflection on history has to do with the commotion he had felt since childhood because of the situation of poverty and lack of freedom of many people. We can understand Popper as a moved rationalist. He saw that the origin of the prostration he observed lay in the attempt to direct human life dogmatically from erroneous doctrines. The nineteenth-century doctrine of laissez-faire left many starving. Popper knew the situation of the workers of Vienna. But he soon realized that non-liberal doctrines of Hegelian origin, instead of promoting favourable reforms, were turning Europe into quite a hell of misery, crime and slavery. A proof that he does not deal with merely intellectual problems is the peremptory and unpostponable air of his writings on history. Today we know, thanks to Popper’s correspondence, about the suffering he felt during the steps prior to the publication of Open Society. He felt that he had something important to say, something urgent that could not wait for the end of the war
. The real problem was, then, this: the difficult conditions of the workers under laissez-faire capitalism, the criminal policy embraced by the National-Socialist regime, and the harsh slavery of peoples living under communist regimes.

Popper has considered himself a “negativist”, that is somebody who seeks more to learn from errors than to dream of utopia. In his youth he had the opportunity to learn not just from errors, but from horrors. Indeed, his critique of historicism is directed to avoiding our continued suffering of those horrors
.

On the other hand, Popper’s concept of the science of history, insofar as it is positive, is the result of his critique of historicism. The correct way to proceed is, then, first to show the real problems, as we have, and then go on to Popper’s critique of historicism (Section 2), then to continue with his positive theses on the science of history (Section 3).

But neither should we philosophize without a real problem. Perhaps one of the most important problems today is how to confine neo-Romantic, irrationalist or relativist currents without returning to excessively rigid characterizations of reason
. The journey through the philosophy of history will allow us to detect what, in my opinion, constitutes the kernel of Popper’s thought, the link between his philosophy of history and other areas of his work. I refer to fallibilism (Section 4). I think that if there is something perfectly current in Popper, something of great value to our real problems today, then that is his fallibilist attitude. 

2. Popper’s Critique of Historicism
Popper deals with the history, with the science of history and with historicism at several points in his work
. The Poverty of Historicism is a sustained criticism of it, presented as an intellectual construction
, while The Open Society and its Enemies deals with the criticism of versions of historicism upheld by certain authors, from Heraclitus to Marx. He is especially critical of Plato, Hegel and Marx, towards whom Popper’s attitude varies greatly. He is very tough with Plato, but gives serious consideration to his ideas. Hegel, on the other hand, is just treated as an impostor. He shows personal sympathy towards Marx (which, it should be said, diminished over time) mixed with a radical discrepancy with his doctrines. He also criticizes the ideas of Aristotle, in whose works he opines that the orientation of historicism is inverted: from a historicism oriented towards the past, typical of Platonism, to a historicism teleologically directed into the future, as later understood by Hegel and  his followers.

2.1 The Characterization of Historicism
Historicism could be characterized as a doctrine upholding that history
 has a fixed direction, that it progresses towards a predetermined state through likewise predetermined stages, and that the function of the science of history consists in finding the law underlying this process. If we manage to find the law of history, then we shall be able to predict its future evolution and consequently take action on a scientific basis. Therefore, historicism has immediate methodological, moral and political consequences.

Platonic historicism was oriented towards the past, towards the golden age, from which we do but distance ourselves. What should we do in the light of this bleak outlook? Plato recommends a radical change in social and political structures to create others capable of detaining decadence. Plato’s republic is an attempt to stop the decadent course of history. The Republic and Laws are texts with which Plato seeks to detain the decadence of the old tribal order of the Greeks and the opening up of new democratic ideals such as those of the Athens of Pericles.

Modern historicism, on the other hand, is progressive. It supposes that history goes forward to a better future, spirited on by the struggle of nations, races or classes. If the science of history manages to discover the law controlling the process, then we shall know what to expect. However, while we are waiting for that future, what are we to do? We could simply sit and wait. But this has not been the most frequent attitude among modern defenders of historicism, who have rather argued in favour of activism. Modern historicists have sought to accelerate progress, and bring on the birth of the good new times. Historicism and activism have gone hand in hand. It may seem paradoxical that a determinist doctrine should combine with activism. But what is determined in the final stage is compatible with some flexibility of rhythms, which we can act doing something about, rowing with or against the current of history.

According to Popper, this doctrine has a sentimental origin, is intellectually unsustainable and has terrible consequences for the political and moral order.

In periods of fast and profound social change, the fear of change may be mitigated by the illusion that one does at least know the law of change. Everything changes except the law of change, which offers us the consolation of stability together with a possibility of foretelling the future. A sentimental origin does not yet disqualify the doctrine. It is disqualified, however, by its intellectual weakness. Popper shows the basic features of historicism through its relationship with natural science. It thus has some intellectual features which are naturalist (i) and others that are non-naturalist (ii).

(i) Simplifying greatly, historicism states that social sciences share one of the primordial objectives of natural sciences, prediction. If the astronomer, on the basis of the laws of the movements of planets, can predict exactly the revolutions of heavenly bodies, the historian, on the basis of the laws of history, will be able to predict future social revolutions.

(ii) Nevertheless, historicism denies that the two types of science can follow the same methodological patterns: history cannot be reproduced in a laboratory, nor can social processes, which cannot be freely experimented on; social phenomena are much more complex than natural ones; the same degree of precision cannot be reached in social sciences as in natural ones; the researcher is more personally involved in the social sciences, so there will be more interests at stake and less objectivity; the data obtained and published by social scientists are about society itself, so the study alters the object studied. For all these reasons, the historicist would say, the method of social sciences must be different, tending more towards understanding
 the phenomena studied than towards explaining them, which is nearer to description than to theorizing.

2.2 The Critique of Historicism
In both theses, the naturalist and non-naturalist, historicism errs through a deficient understanding of the objectives and methods of natural sciences. Here we have a point of connection between Popper’s philosophy of science and his social philosophy. The latter is built on the critique of historicism, and this critique is based on a review of the idea of natural science. It turns out that the natural systems are as complex as –  or more so than –  social ones, that the difficulties of experimentation are also present in many natural sciences, such as geology and astronomy, that observation alters the observed also in natural sciences, for example in quantum physics; that the scientist’s involvement is the same, and the interests that depend on the success or failure of his research may be just as strong in the natural sciences; that the method, in short, is the same for all sciences: conjectures and refutations.

But historiography, according to Popper, is not one of those theoretical or generalizing sciences, but just a historical science. The methodological differences between sciences have nothing to do with whether they are natural or social, but with their condition as general (theoretical) or particular (historical).

On the other hand, from the historicist outlook, the science of history takes in the remaining social sciences. Sociology becomes an auxiliary to historiography. Really there are no sociological laws of universal validity, for the social regularities that we may observe are valid only within the framework of a given period. The only general law would be the historical law controlling the succession of periods. Historicism, therefore, is akin to holism – for what it has as its object of study is the development of the whole – and to the relativism of the historical framework.

This last association between relativism and historicism requires some additional explanation. Popper points out that it is important to distinguish between historicism and historism
. Thus, historism is directly a form of historical relativism according to which our moral criteria arise from a certain historical framework; they are not in any way common or universal. Popper criticizes, of course, this form of relativism. He considers it paradoxical and quite elementary. He even qualifies it, ironically, as antiquated. It is obvious the proximity between the historism and other forms of relativism, as sociologism.

On the other hand, historicism appears moreover as a form of historical dogmatism. Historicism does not deny historism. In fact, both have several elements in common: they are both creatures of the 19th century, both of them insist on the historical nature of human being and consider the science of the history to be more important than other social sciences
. However, the historicists go a step further: they believe to have found the law of historical change. This basic difference determines other important contrasts. For example, historism goes hand in hand with epistemological pluralism, while historicism pleads for a privileged theoretical framework. In addition, as Wenceslao J. González points out, "historicism - contrary to historism - aims at taking hold of the key positions of the society.
"

These differences are undeniable. But, do they differ as well regarding relativism? It would be this way if the dogmatic component of historicism were not compatible with relativism. But it seems that, in Popper's view, both are in fact compatible. This is the reason why he also attributes moral and epistemic relativist features to the historicism
. Historicism has also relativist consequences, although less obvious and direct than historism.

The doctrine of historicism is of a dogmatic kind. It could seem at first sight - as Popper points out - a kind of rationalism, an obstacle opposed to the romantic tendencies. However, it happens that historicism leans more on the necessity of a supposed scientific law than on the critical freedom of human being. In consequence, it commonly derives toward the relativism and the irracionalism. Let us remember that the notions of rationality and freedom are very closed each other in Popper's philosophy. It would be quite difficult reaching the rationality from the necessity of a law; it would be, in Popper's words, a miracle that a more rational state of affairs was brought about by the blind forces of the necessity. For that reason historicism "occurs in closest alliance with a doctrine which is definitely opposed to rationalism (and specifically to the doctrine of the rational unity of mankind [...]), one which is well in keeping with the irrationalist and mystical tendencies of our time. I have in mind the Marxist doctrine that our opinions, including our scientific opinions, are determined by class interest, and more generally by the social and historical situation of our time. Under the name of ‘sociology of knowledge’ or ‘sociologism’ this doctrine has been developed recently (especially by M. Scheler and K. Mannheim) as a theory of determination of scientific knowledge.
”

In other words, the dogmatic traits of historicism are based upon something very far from human reason, in something extra-human, not on human freedom, but on the necessity of a historical law. Those who know this law - would say a Marxist historicist - have the science, while the others move in the ideology (or, in a more platonic terminology, in the mere opinion). But all this depends on an assumption hard to accept: that the historicist, contrary to the rest of humans beings, has been able to avoid his social and historical constraints while doing theory. The supposed uniqueness of historicism, obviously, lasts only for a few minutes. But, if historicism is not an exceptional doctrine, why should you trust it more than any other doctrine? Are they not all of them the fruit of the same historical necessity? Could we compare or evaluate from a universal perspective? Does it remain something like the rational unity of mankind? Evidently we are back at relativism
.

Popper tries to avoid the relativism following a very different path. He recognizes the existence of "frameworks", but he believes that we are not necessarily tied to any concrete framework. He pleads for the possibility of a critique of any given historical, social or linguistic framework. So, we are perfectly justified in speaking about human rationality, or about the rational unity of mankind. Popper's criticism does not rely on a certain necessary law known by scientific reason. On the contrary, Popper's idea of reason relays on the pure possibility of a free criticism.

Yet the historicist thesis most criticized by Popper is the one stating the predictive character of the science of history. Popper calls supposedly scientific predictions of this kind, arrived at from supposed laws of history, “prophecies”. Nor has the  historicist, according to Popper, fully understood the objectives of the natural sciences. He has not noticed that the predictions made by these sciences are always of a conditional nature. Natural sciences do not tell us that B will happen, but that B will happen if a set of conditions, A, obtains. This is very far from the unconditional historical prophecy, whereby a certain final historical state will inexorably come to be through certain predetermined steps. The analogy with the procedure of the astronomer has confused historicists. They have not seen that astronomy is a special case, it is a science that has long dealt with a practically isolated system, the solar system. Now, this is an exceptional case, it is not what usually happens with physical systems.

But the argument that Popper considers definitive is couched in these terms: “(i) The course of human history is strongly influenced by the growth of human knowledge. (ii) We cannot predict by rational or scientific methods, the future growth of our scientific knowledge. (iii) We cannot, therefore, predict the future course of human history. (iv) This means that we must reject the possibility of a theoretical history; that is to say, of a historical social science that would correspond to theoretical physics. There can be no scientific theory of historical development serving as a basis for historical prediction. (v) The fundamental aim of historicist methods […]  is therefore misconceived; and historicism collapses.”
. The key to the argument is premise (ii). It is based on the idea that foretelling the results of future knowledge is tantamount to indeed finding those results. Therefore, we shall take as long to “predict” those results as to find them.

2.3. Critique of the Moral and Political Consequences of Historicism
We must understand this refutation as Popper’s solution to the real problem that we started out with, or at least as a major part of the answer. Popper considers that historicism had an evil influence on moral and political thought. This influence facilitated the rise of juridical positivism and moral relativism, and of totalitarian, utopian and revolutionary political tendencies. The critique of historicism must also reach the moral and political doctrines based on it.

Juridical positivism is easily detected in Hegel, who establishes an identity between the rational and the real. Thence we come to the statement that the evolution of historical reality is also the evolution of reason. “And,” in Popper’s words, “since there can be no higher Standard in existence than the latest development of Reason and of the Idea, everything that is now real or actual exists by necessity, and must be reasonable as well as good
.” If what in fact exists is reasonable and good, we are one step from the statement that strength is right. According to Popper, Hegel considered the Prussian state as the embodiment of good. Can that state be criticized if it is taken as the very embodiment of Reason and the Idea? All that is possible is submission to its dictates.

As for moral relativism, we see that it accompanies historicism inasmuch as it makes moral categories depend on the historical situation. It is evident from Marxist historicism: “From this point of view,” says Popper, “it is an incomplete question to ask: It is right to act this way? The complete question would run like this: Is it right, in the of sense of fifteenth-century feudal morality, to act in this way? Or perhaps: Is it right, in the sense of nineteenth-century proletarian morality, to act in this way.
” Morals are a product of history, each period produces one, or perhaps two: that of the dominating classes and that of the dominated classes. And there is no point in asking “Which is better?” but there is some point in such typically historicist questions as: “Which will come out on top?” and “Which way will history go?”. That is all that matters, and Marxism offered an answer “scientifically”.

In the field of politics, historicism generates totalitarian, utopian and revolutionary tendencies. If our only “scientific” guide is the law of historical development, then we can hardly think of a reforming intervention of a gradual, fragmented and free nature. Such an intervention requires another type of social science – it needs a theoretical sociology capable of achieving limited improvements, which, even if they are unsuccessful, will teach us something, for we can learn from our mistakes. But historicism denies the possibility of gradual reforms. From a historicist social science, the only forecasts we can make are global prophecies. The historicist social scientist “knows” the evolution of society as a whole. And the utopian seeks, indeed, to change all that there is for a new society. This is the nexus linking historicism and utopianism: the holistic perspective. Social change will be directed by the science of history, as a function of which it will treat society as a whole and from a single point of leadership, under State power. To bring about such drastic changes, it is necessary for all of society to be under the control of the State. Hence the totalitarian drift of utopian social engineering. Popper, on the other hand, advocates “piecemeal social engineering”, which can be carried out in a decentralized way, by both public and private agents, and does not require a total control of society. Moreover, Popper says, utopian engineering is not viable, and in practice becomes a set of botched attempts, all compatible with totalitarian control to avoid dissidence and protest.

2.4 The Balance of Popper’s Critique of Historicism

Naturally, Popper’s critique of historicism has in turn spawned many others, and their corresponding replies
. He has been criticized, for example, from the point of view of the history of philosophy, for the reading he has made of some classical writers such as Plato, Hegel and Marx. His concept of the social sciences has also been criticized, especially that of historiography. The very use of the term “historicism” has been criticized. For some authors, the critique of historicism is pointless, because it is directed at an intellectual enemy that does not exist, built – or, at least, built up – by Popper.

We cannot go into the details of these debates now, but, on balance, we can say that Popper’s critique of radical historicism has been considered right. In this regard, Popper must be recognized for having left such positions unsustainable today. But the very fact that few now hold on to a radical historicist stance could be taken as a sign that Popper’s critique is no longer useful. This point especially affects Popper’s critique of Marxism, which, when all is said and done, was the most influential version of historicism in the last century. We could, therefore, ask if Popper did away with Marxism intellectually.

If we accept that any part of the Marxist doctrine can survive without historicism, then we must accept that Popper did not do away with Marxism. Indeed, Popper himself states: “The elimination of the historicist doctrine destroys Marxism completely as far as its scientific pretensions go. But it does not yet destroy the more technical or political claims of Marxism.
 ”. That is, Popper does not completely refute Marxism – he does something better: by nullifying its pretensions of scientificness, he enables what is left of it to enter the game of democracy on an equal footing with other ideologies.

It is sometimes discussed whether Popper was nearer to social democracy or liberalism
. This debate will not be entered into here, but, without leaving the debate on historicism, what one certainly can assert is that any social democrat or liberal today must to a certain extent be a Popperian. Let me try to justify this remark. Popper’s critique of historicism, by laying waste the scientific pretensions of socialism has in fact opened the door to a democratic kind of socialism and has laid the foundations for the alternation of policies of greater or lesser public intervention, of social democracy and liberalism. Thus, each can recognize the other as a decent rival in the democratic game, and not as a mere fellow traveller or an enemy who is inevitably wicked or wrong. What is important is that Popper, having toppled Marxism from its  “scientific” pedestal, brought in the political theory necessary for a system with two majority standpoints that recognize each other as legitimate – a system which, furthermore, can survive despite the presence of other, minority, positions that still adhere to historicist theses and in the face of which it is still vital to remember Popper’s overwhelming critique.

2.5. The Place of the Critique of Historicism in Popper’s Work
The critique of historicism is a central part of Popper’s work. As we have seen, it is a vital tool for solving the real problem that Popper used as his starting point.

On the other hand, the critique of historicism depends intellectually on Popper’s philosophy of science. In the same period, around 1919, when Popper was abandoning Marxism and psychoanalysis because of their pseudo-scientific nature, he discovered the exemplary scientific attitude of Einstein. Popper’s idea of critical rationality gelled in the heat of that profound impression. What most impressed him about Einstein was “Einstein’s own clear statement that he would regard his theory as untenable if it should fail in certain tests […] Here was an attitude utterly different from the dogmatic attitude of Marx, Freud, Adler, and even more so that of their followers.
” It is more a question of different attitudes than of different theses. The attitude represented here by Einstein is given various names by Popper in his work, including scientific, rational, critical, of intellectual humility, Socratic and fallibilist. This attitude, which we shall call fallibilist, is what Popper misses in historicist doctrines. It is indeed the lack of this attitude that ends up causing so much damage and suffering. Popper proposes, instead, an open society, inspired in the fallibilist attitude. It should be observed that the basis of the open society is not sceptical disbelief or relativism, but a firm commitment to the moral attitude that we have called fallibilism.

Popper found a promising rational attitude in a scientist like Einstein. Thenceforth he spent his time developing a philosophy of science that should have this attitude as its basis. His fallibilist philosophy of science eventually became a theory of the development of knowledge “from the amoeba to Einstein”. Once in possession of this philosophy of science, he goes on to apply it to the social sciences, where he finds dogmatic and pseudo-scientific doctrines, such as historicism, which are worthy of criticism, with moral and political consequences that also deserve criticism. It is indeed the consequences that make up the real problem that Popper started from, the causes of which, along with possible solutions, he has now managed to evince.

We can therefore consider The Open Society and The Poverty of Historicism as texts in which he applies the philosophy of science that he had previously developed in The Logic of Scientific Discovery and his well-known indeterminist theses. But we can also consider that the motivation of his philosophy of science was mainly of a moral nature – and not only the motivation, for the basis of his philosophy of science is also a practical attitude
.
The fallibilist attitude is, then, the nexus between the epistemic and practical aspects of Popper’s thought
. It also connects with ontology, for it demands realist standpoints and a non-relativist concept of truth
. Otherwise, we could hardly believe seriously that we could be wrong.

Finally, Popper’s philosophy of social sciences, and especially his philosophy of history turns out to be in practice a product of his critique of historicism, a construction made up largely to fill the gap left by historicism without having to go back to the historiography of heroes and kings. And the philosophy of history, in turn, remits us, as we shall see later, to Popper’s theory of world 3.

3. Popper’s Philosophy of History
Let us now consider the situation that the science of history is left in after the critique of historicism.

3.1. The Field of Social Sciences
In the first place, a reorganization occurs in the field of social sciences. Sociology and economics are considered theoretical sciences. They must especially look for the laws that control the undesired consequences of our actions. Economics is taken as a model of scientificness within the social sciences. Both sociology and economics can make predictions based on theoretical conjectures. They do not make predictions about the course of history in general, but they do make them about definite and limited issues, like the evolution of certain economic markers or of the preferences of voters or consumers. These are conditional and fallible predictions. Voting, consumption and inflation will evolve in such a way if such and such things happen, and, above all, if we take a given action. On this predictive basis we may think in terms of a “piecemeal social engineering”, that is, about the possibility of limited reforms whose effects can be assessed. Such reforms may be carried out either by governments or by individuals and cover a range from the reform of the labour structure of a company or its system of pricing to the introduction of legal reforms in an educational system or a change of currency. Popper believes that fragmentary reforms can bring about changes for the better in society. One of Popper’s greatest discrepancies with the historicists lies in this point: according to him they were unable to see the potential for change and improvement that the reformist strategy permits, thinking always instead of a completely new society .

3.2. The Science of History
Historiography, on the other hand, does not have a theoretical nature, does not produce general laws and definitely is not concerned with the future. It deals with the explanation of determined past events, not with foretelling the future of history as a whole. This does not, however, justify qualitative methodological differences between the science of history and the other social and natural sciences (although Popper does recognize the existence of differences of degree).

Popper recommends the historian to study problems, not periods. This recommendation is in agreement with the method of the natural sciences from Popper’s point of view, as it always starts with a problem and generates as a result of his research many other problems which will give rise to further research. Both in the science of history and in any other science we progress from problem to problem. It is not possible to begin directly with the reading of historical documents, for documents only appear as relevant to a given problem and a working hypothesis. In the same way, the other sciences cannot simply start from a collection of observations, in the inductive way. They need to be guided by a problem and a certain working hypothesis.

The scheme of the explanation is also the same for all sciences: to explain a fact (explanandum) first a general premise is needed, a law, and a second one about the concrete, historical initial conditions under which the fact arose. From the two premises (explanans), a proposition with regard to the fact that we were trying to explain  is deduced. Generalizing or theoretical sciences research into laws, while historical ones research into the initial conditions. That is the basic difference between historiography and sociology or physics.

The historian may prepare conjectures about the existence of certain historical conditions which, had they obtained, would explain the fact in question. He can also try to corroborate his conjectures by seeking the corresponding documentary proof. But he needs either to borrow the general premise from another science or to use trivial regularities (such as, of two armies equal in all other respects the one with considerable numerical superiority will win). Many times such general premises go unnoticed and do not even appear explicitly in the historical explanation, which usually only discusses the preceding historical conditions. In fact, Popper states that the part of the general premise is often tacitly played, at least by way of an initial approach, by the trivial law that, given the situation, sane people act in a more or less rational way.

The writer himself gives us an example of this logic of historical situation. He sets out to explain Galileo’s refusal to accept  lunar theory of tides and Kepler’s ellipses. He goes on to reconstruct hypothetically the historical situation. The problem of tides is presented within a more complex situation, as a key piece in the debate on Copernicanism. Galileo’s theory seeks to explain the tides as the result of the combination the Earth’s rotation and its orbital movement through space, thus seeking two things: firstly to give a major support to Copernicanism and secondly to avoid a lunar theory which, in his opinion, was linked to astrology, that is to the theory of the influence of heavenly bodies on earthy affairs by means of “occult forces”. Galileo’s stance is explained, according to Popper, by its reasonableness in the light of the situation
.

According to Popper, this process of analysis of the situation allows us to avoid psychologism and relativism, for he makes use of entities of world 3. He does not try to re-live Galileo’s psychology, the ideas which actually entered his mind, but the logic of the situation as Galileo could have understood it. When discussions centre on whether human sciences really produce explanations or should rather aspire to understanding, Popper replies that this process constitutes a genuine advance in the understanding of history while at the same time being subsumable under the deductive-nomological model of explanation.

The conditions forming the historical situation are, in turn, many, very complex and mainly perhaps without interest for the explanation of the facts in question. The only way out of this difficulty is the use of a selective point of view. This, according to Popper, does not mean that we can twist the facts and their causes to suit ourselves, but quite the opposite: all the data which, from a certain viewpoint, are relevant, must be taken into account with the greatest care and objectivity. On the other hand, the selective point of view avoids us having to worry about facts which are not, from that point of view, relevant. As is the case in any science, the relevant facts do not sprout before our eyes, we have to select them according to our expectations or interest. Thus, Popper says, no science of history as a whole is possible, but a study, for example, of the history of art or of class struggle is possible. Popper calls each selective point of view a historical interpretation. We can interpret history as a class struggle, a national struggle, a racial struggle or a struggle between closed society and open society. Each of these interpretations acts as a selective filter allowing us to concentrate on certain facts and overlook others. There will therefore be a plurality of possible interpretations, but none of them can aspire to become a theory of history and much less the theory.

It should be pointed out that his historical perspectivism is not tantamount to relativism, for once a certain point of view is adopted, explanatory hypotheses may turn out to be true or false. That is, conjectures are relative to problems, to the point of view chosen and to the present state of knowledge. But truth is not relative. If it were, we could hardly discover that we have ever committed an error of interpretation – which happens. Sometimes new documents or arguments come to light that make us see the error we were in
.

3.3 Critiques of Popper’s Conception of the Science of History
Popper concept of historiography has come in for varied criticisms
. I shall mention the main ones here and make some comments. In the first place, it might be remembered that although history has no rigid laws, tendencies do arise. Popper himself recognizes the existence of historical tendencies, but insists on separating them from laws: however much a tendency may have been detected thus far, it can change at any moment, unlike laws, which have a general value. For example, Popper says, in recent centuries there has been an obvious tendency towards the development of knowledge, but it is obvious that unforeseeable changes may occur to put an end to that tendency at any moment.

By the way, this remark sheds light on what Popper means when he calls himself an optimist. He is talking about the present situation and recent evolution, especially of the western democracies. He is not at all optimistic about the future. His optimistic interpretation of history is opposed to what he calls cynical interpretation. Popper says that there have been fashions in interpretation: nationalism, racism, Marxism and, today, because of the failure of Marxist historiography, cynicism. Because of the obvious failure of some prophecies, some of those who upheld them have converted to pessimism and preach the moral guilt of the western democracies for all the ills of humanity. Such cynicism and pessimism about the present situation is taken by Popper as a sort of new religion
. In the face of it, Popper points to the propensity of democracies to bring about reforms, and the high moral content of that propensity. All that this optimism about the present offers us regarding the future is hope and responsibility, as the future depends on what we might do.

But let us return to the criticisms of the Popper's philosophy of history. It has also been pointed out that speculations about the future of history are still very attractive and we will find it difficult to stop making them. We seem to need a general interpretation of the meaning of history, of the great stages and of the position of our period with regard to humankind’s past. Popper himself, it may be objected, suggests an account of history in terms of the passage from the closed society to the open society. Nevertheless, I do not believe that all this alters the basis of Popper’s ideas. Perhaps in fact we still speculate about the future of history, but we know that what we are doing is just that: speculating, not making scientific predictions. Perhaps we need to find a meaning to history, but Popper shows that such a meaning must be decided on and realized by us. He surely considers the transition towards the open society as progress, but in no way guaranteed by any law. Not even the continuity of existing open societies into the future can be taken for granted. The future obviously interests us, but it is open – we cannot foretell it but we can make it.

The same account that Popper gives of the transition from the tribe to the open society has been criticized for being based on simplistic historical judgments. Popper has never denied that he uses simplifications, even oversimplifications, but he realizes that the scientific method has to simplify situations in order to study them. The question is knowing when simplification has gone too far and thus invalidates the results
.

Popper is then attributed with a deficient intellection of the peculiar aspects of historiography and in general of the social sciences, together with insisting too much on the unity of method and of explanatory schemes across all sciences. Here it should be remembered that Popper undertakes a profound revision of the methods of the natural sciences. His methodology for them has little in common with the positivists’. And, to tell the truth, it comes quite near to some methods that have traditionally been attributed to the social sciences, of a dialectic and even hermeneutic nature. Therefore, to be fair, one would have to say that Popper’s unity of method is a meeting half way between the social and the natural sciences rather than the simple taking over of the former by the latter
. And, beyond the unity of method across the sciences, Popper eventually identifies the scientific method with a certain type of common sense, one which is critical, enlightened and exercised with systematicness. The methodological meeting he proposes for social and natural sciences comes about really in the field of common sense
.

4. Conclusion: Historicism and Fallibilism
It is often said that “history will judge”. Popper taught that history is the judge of nothing, that it will not do our job for us, as it is ours alone to do. In my opinion, and I risk little, Popper is one of the greatest philosophers of the 20th century, if not the greatest. Here we have looked at a small part of his work, but, starting with his reflection on history, we have detected the soul of his philosophy, the atmosphere enveloping every line that he wrote. I refer to fallibilism. This, to my mind, is Popper’s most important legacy. This attitude, a mixture of intellectual humility, of love of knowledge and of realism, deserves to be championed today, when there are relativist, irrationalist and neo-romantic tendencies to be observed, with their great practical risk
, against which it is difficult to set up simple nostalgia for a utopian, logistical or rigid rationality, but to which fallibilism is a good alternative.

Given that Popper recognized the need for a certain point of view to make history, it would seem right to tell the history of the last few centuries from the point of view of epistemic values. In this way we can call modern the period that began with the campaigns of Descartes and Bacon in favour of certainty. The moment of certainty as the maximal epistemic value has now passed, among other reasons, because of Popper’s philosophy. For this reason, Popper has even been considered an irrationalist
. But the abandonment of certainty as the maximal epistemic value, an abandonment bitterly complained about by Husserl, who identifies it with the “crisis of European sciences”
, has been accompanied over the last years by a similar debunking of another of the great classical epistemic values: truth. Well, from my point of view, Popper’s fallibilism is the most suitable attitude for today to avoid the relativist bias currently in fashion.

In part, the obstacles encountered by Hume and Descartes in the development of a suitable idea of reason have been abolished by Popper, for today we are aware that sciences are not governed strictly by the Cartesian method or by the inductive method, and that they are far from reaching complete certainty, which does not make them directly irrational. Above everything else, it is the renunciation of the obsession with certainty that enables us today to imagine a suitable notion of reason. 

Popper sums up the situation thus: “As a rule, I begin my lectures on Scientific Method by telling my students that [the] scientific method does not exist.[...] I assert that no scientific method exists in any of these three senses. To put it in a more direct way: (1) There is no method of discovering a scientific theory. (2) There is no method of ascertaining the truth of a scientific hypothesis, i.e., no method of verification. (3) There is no method of ascertaining whether a hypothesis is ‘probable’, or probably true.”
.

If anything characterizes reason in critical rationalism, that something is more of an attitude than the observance of a supposed scientific method, and that attitude is not exclusive to the scientist, but advisable for any person who in any walk of life wishes to act in a reasonable way. This fallibilism is not exactly sceptical; rather by distinguishing truth from certainty, it can continue to trust in the truth (Aristotelian truth) of most of our knowledge, although it maintains that we shall never be definitely and perfectly sure of knowing what part is indeed true. Today’s fallibilism has not lost hope in the possibility of true knowledge, but of certain knowledge. Moreover, present-day fallibilism rests on what Popper has called critical common sense, that is, there is no question – far from it – of doubting everything out of frivolity, out of pure play or out of method. Never should criticism be taken as a destructive intellectual game. In other words, all our knowledge is subjected to a potential revision, for in any part of it errors may exist, but one must only actually doubt when there are reasons for doubt. Fallibilism is in connection with a serious idea of research and its aims: “Rational discussion must not be practised, however, as a mere game to while away our time. It cannot exist without real problems, without the search for objective truth”
. 

The fallibilist attitude consists, in short, in assuming that, however much one trusts the truth of what one knows, an error may always be present and that this conviction must guide our actions. I Think that this disposition may be called prudence, it is prudence in today’s form
, born from our historical experience. It is also the genuinely present form of reason.
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�  Popper (1983) p. 85.


�  See Kiesewetter (2001). 


3 The dedicatory page of The Poverty of Historicism is quite clear: “In memory of the countless men and women of all creeds or nations or races who fell victims to the fascist and communist belief in Inexorable laws of Historical Destiny.” (Popper (1957) p. iii).
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� By “history”, we sometimes mean a series of events, and sometimes the account or science of those events. We shall call the former “history” and the latter “historiography” or “science of history”. The philosophy of history will be a reflection on both.


� The understanding (Verstehen) as an objective of the social sciences,  is present in the version of the historicism "strengthened" by Popper, but it is not an element necessarily associated to the historicism as such. For a criticism of this association introduced by Popper  see González  (1984).


� See Popper (1945) v. ii, chapters xxii and xiii.


� See González (1984) pp. 111-2.; and González (1991) pp. 2040-1.


� González (1984) p. 113.


� “This theory of morality - says Popper referring to Marx and Engels' - may be characterized as historicist because it holds that all moral categories are dependent on the historical situation; it is usually described as historical relativism in the field of ethics” (Popper (1945) v. ii, p. 197. Italics in the original). It would be a simple mistake with the words "historist" and "historicist", but the whole context confirms the meaning of this paragraph belonging to the chapter xxvii: "The moral theory of historicism". Popper criticizes here this moral theory as relativist.


� Popper (1945) v. ii, p. 213.
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� Popper (1965) p. 343.


� See, for example, Magee (1973); and Perona (1993). 


� Popper (1974) p. 38.


� In this regard, see: Artigas (1998); and  Zanotti (1999).


� “What makes me admire him [Popper] as a thinker,” says Gellner, “is that he makes clear the connection between the secret of science and the secret of a free society. They have the same price.” (Gellner (1996) p. 79).


� See Notturno (2000); and Moya, E. (2001).


� Popper (1992) chapter 12.


� See Popper (1994a) chapter 7.


� See Wilkins (1978).


� See Popper (1994) chapter 13.


� One need only cite his exposition of Galileo’s position on Kepler's ellipses, which has major omissions. The circularity of the orbits had already become unsustainable because of the data furnished by Tycho Brahe, which, especially in the case of Mars, allowed Kepler to refute the theory of circular orbits. It seems strange that Popper should not have taken this into consideration. Compare Popper’s reconstruction with G. Holton’s, in which they also consider Galileo’s aesthetic preferences: he favoured Classicism to Mannerism, a preference which inclined him to accept circles rather than ellipses (Holton (1995) chapter 4). All this may seem circunstancial, but I think that it shows a weak point in the explanation of history in the Popperian style: it requires not only the trivial statement that sane people tend to act rationally but also a whole complex theory of human action which, from my point of view, Popper does not offer. In fact, towards the end of The Poverty of Historicism, he speaks of the “human factor”, associating it sometimes with the uncertain and voluble par excellence, and, in the paragraph after, with freedom and rationality.


� Ambrosio Velasco (2000) makes some very apposite remarks on the rapprochement that has been going on of late between the naturalist and hermeneutic traditions.


� See Popper (1994a) chapter 7, where Popper comments favourably on the thesis of the proximity of the method of history and common sense and on the idea that “science is art”.


� On the practical risks of relativism and its compatibility with totalitarism, see Radnitzki (1987) pp. 167-226.


� Stove (1995) accuses Popper of being an irrationalist.


� Husserl (1976).
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� I have defended this thesis, that the fallibilist attitude is today’s version of Aristotelian prudence in Marcos (2001).





