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Helge Jordheim (Oslo/ New York): 

 

How long does an idea last? Ideas for a stratigraphic model for intellectual 

history 

 

Academic disciplines always come with their own temporal frameworks, which to a large extent 

decide what can be studied within the remits of that particular scholarly and even scientific 

venture, and what cannot.1 Even within singular disciplines there are often a number of 

competing times, temporal patterns, rhythms and durations, which help to select, 

contextualize, and even explain, the objects of study at hand. Rivalry between disciplines, sub-

disciplines, traditions, or theories often comes down to conflicts about the temporal contexts or 

patterns applied to a specific object, for example the relative importance of past, present and 

future in the interpretation or explanation of a phenomenon. Aspects of such a rivalry can be 

observed between the broad, expanding field of intellectual history, as well as for its 

predecessor, the history of ideas. No one would doubt that specific and various temporal 

structures constitute a seminal part of the theoretical framework for practicing intellectual 

history: in terms of chronologies, on the one hand, and in terms of temporal processes which 

govern history and historical narration, on the other. A much harder task, however, is to map 

the ways in which these various temporal structures actually influence the forms of historical 

analysis performed within the discipline, or disciplines.  

In this essay, I set off from a presumption that many of the theoretical and 

methodological debates which have been dominating the field of what we – loosely and 

without large claims to epistemological or sociological precision – could call “intellectual 

history” are really debates about how to deal with time in history. Time should here be 

understood both in a chronological sense, referring to the succession of years, decades, even 

centuries, as well as to precise historical dates, which are evoked in the study of human thought 

and language, and in a phenomenological sense, as the organization of temporal experiences 
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according to specific patterns and figures, such as periodizations, narratives of progress or 

decline, growth and extinction, as well as speeds and rhythms, continuities and breaks.2  

In order to launch a meaningful discussion about the temporalities inherent in 

intellectual history I will map out three different positions or traditions, associated with specific 

authors, works, and even moments, in order to discuss what kind of temporal scales and 

structures they unfold or adhere to, and what are their implications for the choice of objects 

and methods of study. In the second part of my argument, I will explore how these three 

positions might fit into a model for practicing intellectual history, which I will tentatively refer 

to as “stratigraphic”. Developed in the 17th century within the nascent sciences of mineralogy 

and geology, “stratigraphy” gave the theoretical framework for understanding how mountains 

and landscapes were made up by layers of rocks, the oldest at the bottom the youngest at the 

top.3 In the 20th century this multi-layered model was reintroduced into the human sciences by 

historians such as Fernand Braudel and Reinhart Koselleck, and not least, the Polish historian 

and philosopher Kryztof Pomian, who in 1984 launched of the theory of a “stratigraphy of time 

and of history”.4 Towards the end of this essay I will, in a rather tentative way, make some 

suggestions for what I consider a possible “stratigraphy” for intellectual history. 

 

The Continuity of Ideas: Lovejoy and the History of Ideas 

The first of these positions, diachronically speaking, the first of these moments is strongly 

associated with a specific scholarly, even disciplinary label, which has also become a generic 

name: “history of ideas”.  Of course, the label, which in addition to the theoretical and 

methodological approach, “history”, also specifically mentions the object of study, “ideas”, 

remains associated with the work of the American philosopher Arthur O. Lovejoy. This scholarly 

enterprise was initiated by Lovejoy between the two World Wars in a number of essays, and 

not least in the book The Great Chain of Being, which won him fame beyond his own university, 

Johns Hopkins, and beyond the border of his discipline, philosophy. In 1940 the “history of 

ideas” was institutionalized in the journal with the same name. As part of the expansion of 
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higher education, and especially of the humanities, in the post-war era, , it also became the 

label for a discipline at some universities, especially in Scandinavia.5 As Anthony Grafton points 

out in his essay celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the Journal of the History of Ideas, this 

interdisciplinary enterprise, presenting “a rich mix of technical articles and wide-ranging 

essays”,6 was originally met by great enthusiasm both among students and scholars. However, 

in his discussion of the history of the journal for the period 1950-2000, Grafton agrees with 

Robert Darnton’s observation that “for the last ten years […] younger scholars, especially 

graduate students, [have] been scrambling over the gunwales of the good ship History of 

Ideas”.7  

 Independent of the assessment of the current state of affairs in the History of Ideas, its 

“precept” and “practice”, to use Grafton terms, it is possible to probe the intellectual content of 

the label itself, beyond the nominalist claim that it is a purely conventional and thus contingent 

name for a rather diverse bundle of scholarly interests, differing significantly from one national 

academic context to another. To the extent that this disciplinary label has real intellectual 

content, beyond mere pragmatic and contextual fence-ins and fence-offs, it consists in an 

argument about time and duration, continuity and permanence. And even though “history” is 

the likely culprit for imposing a specific form of temporality on the enterprise, processual, 

based on ideas of causality, change and openness to the future,8 the focus here will be on the 

specific temporal structure, the kind of duration manifested and projected by the “idea”, which 

Lovejoy abstracted from textual and visual material and insisted should be the chosen object of 

study for this discipline.  
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 For Lovejoy, the idea served many different purposes, anchoring his scholarly enterprise 

both in the natural sciences, in terms of a “unit-idea” and in the philosophical tradition, from 

which he emerged. Looking back at the history of the discipline, however, the main intellectual 

role of the idea has been to invest history with duration, continuity, and to a certain extent 

permanence. One way to present the raison d’être of the history of ideas would be as an 

enterprise to trace and establish continuities across long time-spans, preferably the entire two 

millennia of so-called “Western culture or civilization”, for instance by tracing the ideas of 

democracy, citizenship, and political participation back to the Ancient Greeks. In the words of 

one of Lovejoy’s sharpest critics, the Romanist and philologist Leo Spitzer, history of ideas 

operates “by inorganically detaching certain features of the whole of Romanticism in order to 

draw lines of continuity with our times”.9 In other words, the abstraction, and thus, the 

construction of a limited set of ideas – or in the words of Arnaldo Momigliano, a “number of 

Urideas”10 – puts into practice the dream of kind of structural continuity across several 

centuries. 

 At the beginning of his famous book The Great Chain of Being, first published in 1936, 

Lovejoy refers to the title idea as “one of the half-dozen most potent and persistent 

presuppositions in Western thought”.11 His name for this and other similar figures of continuity 

and permanence was “unit-ideas”,12 which later have become a center of gravity for discussions 

inside and outside the discipline. According to the preface to Essays in the History of Ideas, 

Lovejoy’s ambition was to study “the presence and influence of the same presuppositions or 

other ‘operative’ ideas in very different provinces of thought and in very different periods”. His 

example, his “unit-idea” of choice in this preface, is “the underlying idea-complex, summed up 

in the word ‘nature’”. According to Lovejoy, this idea possesses a “fundamental identity”, which 

can be traced from Tertullian in the third century B.C. to the eighteenth century, “not annulled 

by the dissimilarities of the concomitant ideas with which it was associated nor with the 
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different preoccupations and the temperamental biases of the writers into whose thinking it 

entered”. Thus, in the case of nature, we have to do with “one of the major and persistent 

ideas of Western thought, which, since the fourth century B.C. has rarely disappeared 

altogether”.13 Similar things can be said about “primitivism” and “the great chain of being”, 

other of Lovejoy’s “ideas”, which can be studied historically. The task of history of ideas, 

according to Lovejoy, is “the study of the (so far as possible) total life-history of individual ideas, 

in which the many parts that any one of them plays upon the historic scene, the different facets 

which it exhibits, its interplay, conflicts and alliances with other ideas, and the diverse human 

reactions to it, are traced out”.14 And such a life-history stretches out in time, for around two 

thousand years, from Antiquity to modernity, in some cases to Lovejoy’s own present. 

 In other words, Lovejoy is quite aware that what distinguishes his “unit-ideas” from 

other possible objects of analysis, both works and texts, on one hand, and ideologies and 

systems of thought, on the other, are their duration, or more precisely, their permanence. 

Systems of thought can be “original and distinctive”, distinguished by their “seeming novelty”, 

but this is “due solely to the application and arrangement of the old elements which enter into 

it”.15 It is these elements and the fact that they are “old”, in contrast to the novelty to their 

arrangement and application, which interests Lovejoy and which he calls “unit-ideas”. As 

Maurice Mandelbaum has pointed out, Lovejoy’s primary concern was “the continuities of 

elements”, not, as in the case of Ernst Cassirer, “the formative influence that helped determine 

the patterns into which these elements fitted”.16 And he adds that “this stress on continuity […] 

rather than what was novel in it as a whole was characteristic of Lovejoy’s earlier essay on the 

history of philosophy”.17 The fundamental assumption – and indeed, the fundamental problem, 

according to Mandelbaum – is that the unit-ideas are “assumed to have continuous life-

histories of their own”.18  
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 It is interesting to note how Mandelbaum’s problems with Lovejoy’s version of 

intellectual history are at least a part due to his way of dealing with time, with temporality. To 

“understand the occurrence of these unit-ideas in the thought of a particular person”, 

Mandelbaum argues, “is always by tracing them backwards in time” and this procedure renders 

it hard or rather irrelevant to make the distinction between “continuing” and “recurrent 

ideas”.19 Lovejoy, in Mandelbaum’s opinion, is so bent on establishing long temporal 

continuities, moving backwards in time, that he completely ignores the existence of recurrent 

ideas, only accepting the continuing ones. This means that he obliges himself to establish 

“historical”, more precisely “genetic connections”, between every time an idea occurs in a text 

or is used by a historical person. And in this he fails more often than he succeeds, according to 

Mandelbaum, “most notably in such a case as that in which he suggested the continuity from 

Tertullian to the eighteenth century, or in the case in which he claimed that there probably was 

an historical influence of certain ideas held by philosophers and literary men in the 1780’s and 

1790’s upon the formation of the state of mind which led to the appeal of totalitarian 

ideologies in the 1920’s”.20 

 In Lovejoyean history, ideas are units which have a continuous existence across 

centuries. Between their different occurrences in particular and historically specific systems of 

thought, there are “historical” and “genetic connections”, at least in theory, which can be 

traced backwards through time. If Lovejoy succeeds in establishing these connections, or if he 

mostly fails, as Mandelbaum will have it, is not the issue here. My point is rather to illustrate 

the specific role that temporality plays in these studies, as a means of establishing connections 

and indeed continuities between different and indeed in themselves seemingly unrelated 

historical texts and contexts. Indeed, the main formal characteristics of Lovejoy’s “unit ideas” 

seem to be found in this specific form of temporality, a kind of duration spanning across the 

centuries of Western civilization. 

 

The Discontinuity of Events and Actions: Foucault, Skinner and the Attack on the History of 

ideas  
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In the last decades, intellectual historians working in different disciplines have taken the lead in 

the widespread, interdisciplinary search for breaks, moments of discontinuity, innovations etc.  

Among the most famous attacks on the illusions of continuity and permanence, haunting the 

history of ideas, are Quentin Skinner’s «Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas», 

and Michel Foucault’s Archéologie du savoir, both from 1969, which together make up the 

second theoretical moment to be discussed in this essay, as well as a second temporal layer in 

the stratigraphy of intellectual history. In his most theoretically explicit work, Foucault attacks 

the «predefined forms of continuity» at work in the kind of historical writing he somewhat 

fortuitously calls histoire des idees,21 whereas Skinner, on the other hand, systematically 

dismantles the «mythologies» involved in establishing influences, connections and continuities 

between different authors in the philosophical canon.22 Both their attacks on the history of 

ideas were aimed at replacing the naïve presupposition of permanence and continuity as the 

dominant figures of temporality with a different set of presupposition about the discontinuity 

of language, in the form of either enunciative events or speech acts.  

In their 1969 interventions, both Foucault and Skinner attack something they refer to as 

“history of ideas”, histoire des idees. None of them, however, seems to be targeting a specific 

discipline or clearly defined field of knowledge. On the contrary, Foucault insists that to him 

histoire des idées is a generic label for a series of different disciplines, “so unsure about their 

borders, so imprecise in their contents”, including the history of “of the sciences, of philosophy, 

of thought, and also of literature”.23 Skinner, on the other hand, emphasizes the “deliberate 

vagueness” of the term, referring to “as wide as possible a variety of historical inquiries into 

intellectual problem”.24 Since none of them appears to believe that the term “history of ideas” 

has any precise content or reference, their choice of strawman must have another motivation. 

Why do both Foucault and Skinner use the term “idea” and “history of ideas” in order to target 

a way of doing history, which they are vehemently opposed to and want to expose, reject, and 

supplant with their own theoretical and methodological choices? In the case of Skinner, we 
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could presume that he more than anyone else wants to attack Lovejoy, and indeed, there are 

claims in this respect, both in this and later essays. But obviously his arguments go further. And 

in the French context, which Foucault is referring himself to, historie des idees does not offer 

him a very specific target. In other words, it is possible to argue that the terms are chosen in 

order to identify as certain set of historiographical and interpretative practices rather than 

scholars, works, fields and disciplines. Or as Skinner puts it: “my aim has been to articulate 

some general arguments about the process of interpretation itself, and to draw from them a 

series of what I take to be methodological implications”.25 In the same way Foucault uses the 

term “idea” to get at a specific form of “historical analysis”, whose major topics, he states, are 

“genesis, continuity, and totalization”.26 In other words, “idea” emerges as a prism or a lens 

used by historians – intentionally or unintentionally, we should probably add – in studying 

questions of origin and emergence, in continuity with the later history of that which came into 

being, and as part of a kind of historical totality, a “life-history”, to use Lovejoy’s term. To 

Foucault then, “idea” is primarily a temporal figure, projecting onto the material a homogenous 

and continuous time, without breaks, gaps, or alternatives branches. Against this way of writing 

history, Foucault pits his own historiographical alternative, the “archeology”, which he calls “a 

systematic rejection of the postulates and procedures” of the history of ideas, in order to “write 

a completely in different story about what people have said.”27 Characteristic of the questions 

Foucault wants to ask – “What is a science? What is a work? What is a theory? What is a 

concept? What is a text?”28 – is the way they break up the idea of continuous, homogenous 

time, in terms of “continuity”, “tradition”, and “influence”,29 and instead engages the moment, 

the immediacy and what Foucault calls “the positivity of discourse”30, of actual texts or 

utterances. When Foucault embarks on his crusade to fight “the unreflecting continuities that 

organize discourse before we start analyzing it”,31 the first continuity he needs to take on is the 
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“idea”, which seems to guarantee the permanence of certain figures of thought beyond 

particular texts or contexts, beyond immediacies and positivities. His counter-concept to 

“ideas” in L’archéologie du savoir are “events”, more precisely “real events taking place in the 

order of discourse”,32 that is, when something is uttered or written, and thus creating 

responses and reactions, and establishing connections across the discursive field, long before 

this something has been labelled and boxed as a specific kind of utterance, belonging to a 

specific text, a work, or a science. Again, the temporality evoked is immediacy and 

discontinuity, as opposed to the continuity and permanence of ideas. Traditionally, historians 

have treated “discontinuity” as a problem, Foucault points out, as something they need to 

overcome in their attempt to create continuity; on the contrary, in the kind of historiography 

Foucault endorses, discontinuity, for example the discontinuity of events, is not the problem, 

but “that which defines the historical disciplines and verifies their interpretations”.33 The threat 

comes from “the unreflecting forms of continuity”,34 the blind faith in duration and 

permanence, which imposes on history a stable, continuous, and homogenous time, of long, in 

some time endless duration, into which historical events seem to disappear. 

 Although the philosophical presuppositions are very different, the attack Skinner 

launches on the “history of ideas” in one of his first essays, points to many of the same 

fundamental flaws.  In “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas”, he presents two 

strings of criticism, two major critical arguments, which both essentially deal with the question 

of time and temporality. First, he attacks the belief in an essential and perennial meaning, 

which in some way or another is and remains present in certain specific words: 

 

The great mistake lies not merely in looking for the “essential meaning” of the “idea” as 

something which must necessarily “remain the same,” but even in thinking of any “essential” 

meaning (to which individual writers “contribute”) at all.35 
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Then, he presses on to argue, directly against Lovejoy, that the history of an idea can be nothing 

but the “history of a sentence”, and that the only thing such a history can actually hope to find 

out is if this sentence is actually present in the works of a specific author.36 In other words, if 

there is continuity at all, it can only exist on an extremely superficial level, in terms of the 

repetition of certain combinations of letters and words. The real task of the historian, however, 

would consist in exploring what role or function the sentence has in the work of a specific 

author, at a specific time, at a specific place, in a specific context: 

 

as soon as we see there is no determinate idea to which various writers contributed, but only a 

variety of statements made with the words by a variety of different agents with a variety of 

intentions, then what we are seeing is equally that there is no history of the idea to be written, 

but only a history necessarily focused on the various agents who used the idea, and on their 

varying situations and intentions in using it. Such a history, moreover, can hardly be expected 

even to retain the form of the history of an idea.37 

 

Against the attempt to write ”histories of ideas”, both Foucault and Skinner insists on the 

immediacy and contextuality of every lingustic utterance, produced in a specific historical 

context. Whereas Foucault, in an attempt to sideline the human subject as well as the social 

indvidual as the sole origin of historical change, insists on referring to utterances and texts as 

”events”, Skinner prefers to call them ”actions”, ”linguistic actions”, or even ”speech acts”, in 

reference to the works of J.L. Austin and others,38 thus explicitly bringing back the question of 

meaning and intention, from which Foucault was distancing himself. In this context, however, 

the interest is less with the contrast between actions and events, than with the fact that they 

both evoke the same temporality, the momentary and immediate, the discontinuous and 

instantanteous, as opposed to the duration and permanence, even eternity of the idea. If 

different actions or events should prove to be similar, they are still mere repetitions of letters 

and words, which do not tell us anything about their historical role. They both also agree that 

the historical meaning, or rather significance of a text, is never something immanent to the 
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text, in the way presupposed by the ”history of ideas”, in which the texts only are seen as 

media for communicating the ”unit ideas”, but something that exists only in the exteriority of 

discourses and political practices. 

 The most forceful part of Skinner’s arguments is his criticism of the four ”mythologies” 

of historiography, more specifically of the ”history of ideas”, which corresponds to Foucault’s 

”unreflecting forms of continuity”. According to the ”mythology of doctrines”, every 

philosopher in history, at least of a certain stature, must have formulated a doctrine for all the 

major questions in political philosophy;39 according to the ”mythology of coherence”, every text 

– at least by a philosopher – must be systematic and coherent, to the extent that contradiction 

and paradoxes are ”solved” by their later interpreters.40 Already at this point, it is clear that all 

these mythologies produce permanence, by constructing systems of ideas, which guarantee 

both ”genesis, continuty, and totalization”, to use Foucault’s terms. For the last two 

mythologies, however, the temporal issue, the production of permanence and continuity is 

even more explicit.  By means of the ”mythology of prolepsis”, authors are given a role and 

significance, which they really did not obtain until much later, due to their adaption into the 

philosophical canon as well as to a practice of interpretation, by which the reader rediscovers in 

historical texts ideas that he knows from his own time. In this way, Machiavelli became the 

founder of modern political thinking.41 And finally, by means of the ”mythology of 

parochialism”, chains of influence, from one great author to the next, are created, based on the 

repetition of sentences as well as the free-flowing associations of the interpreters, using ”ideas” 

as links between works which never had anything to do with each other in the first place.42  

 Making away with ”mythologies” and ”unreflecting continuities”, and restoring to 

utterances and texts their character of ”event” and ”action”, Foucault and Skinner lay out a 

new program for the historical disciplines, which I in another context have labelled 

”philological”.43 In temporal terms, they replace the century-long ”life-histories” of ideas, 
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proclaimed by Lovejoy, with the much shorter time-span, even the immediacy of a historical 

moment. Theorized as either a discourse or a context, in terms of a set of ”rules” (Foucault) or 

”conventions” (Skinner), this historical moment is not analyzed as part of a continuous 

historical process, but rather in terms of an intervention, an innovation, or a break, on which 

diachronic, long-term temporality only come to bear in a negative sense,  as that which is no 

longer valid, which has lost its power.  

Undoubtedly, the works by Foucault and Skinner, both published in 1969, had a major 

impact on how any kind of intellectual history – the history of science, literature, or political 

thought – was written, not least unleashing a new criticial potential in historical studies, fuelled 

by the experience of the difference and the otherness of the past. Both of them also came to 

realize that something had gone lost on the way. Already in the second part of L’archéologie du 

savoir, Foucault started worrying aboout how his method risked bring history to a standstill,44 

whereas Skinner in his studies of the histories of the concept of liberty and of the state began 

tracing continuities between Early Modern Britain and our own time.45 In returning to 

diachronic time, both of them selected the method and the genre of ”genealogy”, and started 

tracing origins and paths from the past and into the present. However, these paths often have 

strange and suprising, even disturbing, origins, and take unexpected turns, to the extent that 

temporal continuities should not be mistaken for continuities of meaning, in the way pioneered 

by Lovejoy. 

Above two paradigms and two layers of time have emerged: on the one hand, Lovejoy’s 

”ideas”, which persist and unfold through centuries; on the other hand, Foucault’s ”events” and 

Skinner’s ”actions”, which exist only in the relative immediacy of a specific context.  To chose 

one or the other will give rise to very different histories. What becomes clear in considering 

Lovejoy’s scholarly ambitions, as well as the attacks first by Mandelbaum, then, although less 

explicitly, by Foucault and Skinner, is that the primary function of the analytical term “idea” is 

not to identify a certain kind of epistemological object or an ontological sphere, but a certain 

kind or temporality, a certain level or layer in the stratigraphy of intellectual history. Both the 

supporters and opponents consider “idea” primarily as a figure of continuity, able to establish 
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connections, more or less material or associative, across long timespans. The temporal form of 

the ”idea” – put to work in the ”history of ideas” – can thus easily be identified in terms either 

of Bergson’s duree, Heidegger’s Geschehen, or Braudel’s “structural time” and can be used for 

measuring and comparing the duration of particular forms of intellectual content.  Foucault, 

Skinner, and others, like Stephen Greenblatt and the so-called New Historicists, have made a 

strong case that the presumption – or with Skinner, the ”mythology” – of continuity blinds us 

for the specific contextual mechanisms, disciplinary and institutional practices, linguistic 

conventions, and discursive networks, which are at work in any intellectual product. Instead we 

fall victim of a complex set of canonizing practices, by which certain texts are inscribed in long 

intellectual traditions. To avoid this, we do better replace the analytics of ideas with the 

analytics of more contextual units, such as texts, utterances, linguistic actions or rhetorical 

interventions. However, in the current state of affairs there might be a set of new and 

somewhat different reasons for raising again questions about the time scales and time layers of 

intellectual history. Large-scale comprehensive claims for continuity in the history of mankind 

have recently been made in influential bestsellers of evolutionary biology and psychology, by 

authors like Stephen Pinker and Yuval Harari, presenting us with a new and somewhat different 

context for discussion the long and short times of ideas, events and speech acts.46 

 

Stratigraphy and the Deep Time of Intellectual History 

If we chose to reframe the two temporal horizons suggested above in terms of levels or layers, 

according to a Braudelian, or more recently, a Koselleckian model of history, the analyses 

offered by Skinner and Foucault can easily be identified with the top level, the level of political 

events and actions, succeeding each other at a relatively high speed. Koselleck refers to to this 

as the “pragmatic” level, where concepts are analysed in regard to their ”singular usage [ihren 

einmaligen Gebrauch]”.47 By contrast, Lovejoy’s ”history of ideas” clearly operates at the level 

Braudel refers to as “structural”, consisting of social, political, or cultural, or in this case, 
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intellectual and linguistic patterns. Again Koselleck’s application of multi-layered time to the 

history of concepts might be useful: To Koselleck, this is the level of semantics, ”in which often 

century-old experiences are stored”, until they are reactivated by new uses of the same 

concepts, or, in Lovejoy’s case, new formulations or adaptions of the same idea.48 But whereas 

Skinner and Foucault, at least in their 1969 works, reject the possibility of studying long-term 

structural continuities in language, more specifically in philosophical language, both Braudel 

and Koselleck perceive the different levels or layers as forming a structure, similar to the 

geological structures of mountains or rocks, which can and should be studied in its own right – 

what Pomian refers to as the “stratigraphy of time and history”.49 According to Koselleck, “the 

synchronic and the diachronic are combined in different ways, dependent on the question at 

hand”.50 However, both of them add a third layer that appears to be absent from the 

discussions and arguments we have been going through so far. In Koselleck, the third and 

deepest layer is “syntactic and grammatic”, it is “long-term, repetitive and changes only slowly 

[der Spielraum einer Begriffsverwendung in langfristig sich wiederholender, nur langsam sich 

verändernder Weise]”.51 To Braudel, on the contrary, the third and deepest layer is the much 

discussed longue duree, which unfolds not in language, but in man’s relationship to his natural 

environments, landscape, climate, other forms of life etc. At the time when Braudel first 

launched the notion of la longue duree, pioneered by other members of the French Annales 

school, one main ambition was to slow history down to a degree that it could be viewed as  

structure, more than event and process, and thus be made accessible for structural and indeed 

structuralist analysis.52 Today, faced with the fact that humans during the last two centuries 

have become «geological agents» in their own right, leading to a possible formal revision in the 

geological time scale and the introduction of a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, this 

third and deepest layer in what Andrew Shyrock and Daniel Lord Smail has referred to as «the 
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dense layer cake of time» has taken on new relevance and new dimensions.53  

The question I want to raise in the third part of this essay is if the introduction of what is 

mostly referred to as «deep time», as shorthand for all time scales which go beyond the six 

thousand years of human history that have so far been the interest of historians, will have any 

impact on intellectual history, and in what way. Foucault’s and Skinner’s attack on Lovejoy 

implied a movement upwards through the layers of time, from the structural and semantic 

continuities of ideas to the pragmatic immediacy of events and actions; at present, faced with 

the possibility of an imminent climate catastrophe as well as the with our newfound self-

consciousness as geological agents in the geological period of the Anhropocene, we might need 

to move downwards, as recently suggested by Dipesh Chakrabarty, in order to understand both 

past, present and future.54 As historians we are challenged to descend into the layer of «deep 

time» and «deep history». Exactly what kind of temporal layer we are descending into, what 

kind of durations, rhythms, continuities and discontinuities it entails, is far from certain, neither 

are the outcomes of the on-going negotiations between human and natural histories, set off by 

the inscription of 21st century human existence into geological and biological history. Even 

harder to answer is the question what would be the main object of study. Ascending through 

the layers of time, from the structural to the event-based, ideas were transformed into 

utterances, events, and actions, semantics into pragmatics; descending through the same 

levels, however, it is hard to tell what will happen to the ideas as our main objects of study. 

There is no reason to believe, however, that Koselleck’s reference to grammar and syntax, 

strangely echoing structuralist paradigms and presupposing the existence of written records, is 

going to be of much help.  

Recently, «deep history» or «deep time» has become names for different time scales, 

which have in common that they go beyond the time frames that traditionally guide historical 

inquiries. What this means, however, varies between disciplines: whereas archeologists and 

human evolutionary biologists locate «deep time» to «the simple societies of the Paleolithic», 

Shyrock and Smail point out, historians tends to consider «Greco-Roman Antiquity» as the 
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«deep time» of their discipline, hence, thus remaining well within the Lovejoyean framework 

for the History of Ideas.55 Since «the time revolution of the 1860s», they argue, when geology 

took human history into a limitless time before Eden, history of humankind has been haunted 

by a «fragmentation of historical time». Historians are still largely in «the grip of sacred 

history», in which mankind emerged from Eden around six thousand years ago, ignoring 

completely close to two million years of human history, or rather, leaving it to archeologists, 

anthropologists, and evolutionary biologists. In a methodological perspective, this temporal 

«straightjacket»56– which also serves to exclude an entire continent from historiographical 

interest, Africa – was supported by the choice of a specific kind of sources as well as a specific 

set of scholarly procedures: the analysis of written documents, accompanied by serious and 

sustained Quellenkritik. The part of the history of mankind that had no documents, in other 

words, everything older than six thousand years, disappears from sight. In much present 

historiography this extremely short, quasi-Biblical chronology is made even shorter by the 

unresiding interest of historians in progress, modernization and political and economic 

development, hence, in the last three hundred years of human history.  

In his recent books on «deep history», Smail sets out to loosen the grip of sacred history 

on present historiography in order to produce what he refers to as «reunion in history».57 Only 

in this way would all disciplines dedicated to studying the history of mankind, historians, 

archeologists, evolutionary biologist and neurologists, among others, be able to pool their 

resources, learn from each other, and thus produce integrated and cross-disciplinary 

knowledge about the past. Again, the question of continuity in history is raised, but in a very 

different form from the one we found in the works of Lovejoy, Skinner and Foucault. The 

continuity in question is “the continuity between the biological descent of hominids and the 

‘ascent of civilization’ of the abstract ‘mankind’ of humanistic historical writing”, in a phrase by 

Mott Greene.58 To write “deep history”, according to Smail, means “bundling together the 

Paleolithic and the Neolithic” – that is the Old Stone Age, which began approximately 2,5 
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million years ago, and the New Stone Age, “the period between the shift to agriculture roughly 

10,000 years ago and the invention of bronze tools” –  “with the Postlithic”, meaning 

“everything that has happened since the emergence of metal technology, writing, and cities 

some 5,500 years ago”.59 And he adds, in a wishful, rather than analytic mode, evoking dreams 

of continuity which go way back in the historical disciplines: “The result is a seamless narrative 

that acknowledges the full chronology of the human past.”60  

In reference to Smail’s somewhat naïve belief in the continuity of history, both 

synchronically and diachronically, there are good reasons for asking to what extent his wish for 

a specific form of chronology, namely the «seamless» and «full» one,61 predisposes him for 

making the theoretical choices that he then goes on to make, when he centres his narrative on 

«biology, brain, and behavior». Even less convincing appears his ensuing claim that «deep 

history can coalesce around any number of narrative threads».62 To continue in this directions, 

however, which seems, almost by necessity, to lead to a discussion of what it means to be 

human, risks derailing us from our real interest here: possible – and even impossible – time 

frames for writing intellectual history.  

In the ‘stratigraphy’ of intellectual history suggested earlier, it became obvious that 

particular temporal scales were linked to particular objects of study: In the fast-paced top layer, 

we may study events and actions, in the considerably slower, but still dynamic middle layer, we 

turn our attention to ideas. I will conclude this essay by looking what might turn out to be the 

objects of study in the bottom layer, in «deep time».  

As far as I know, the book on intellectual history in deep time has yet to be written. If we 

take a quick look at neighbouring disciplines, however, there are books both on «literature 

through deep time» (Wai Chee Dimock) and «the deep time of the media» (Zielinski).63 It 

should be noted, however, that none of these books actually set out to construct a «seamless» 
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and continuous chronology from the Paleolitic, through the Neolithic into the Postlithic. 

Whereas the first is an attempt at connecting American literature to the longer – but still in our 

perspective quite short – chronologies of civilizations on other continents, the second begins 

the historical work with Greek Antiquity, well within the temporal «straightjacket» of Western 

historiography.  

Among the most famous works that make claims – at least implicitly – about writing an 

intellectual history according to «deep time» are Steven Pinker’s recent The Better Angels of 

Our Nature. «Deep» in this case means «from 8000 BCE to the 1970s»64. In other words, even 

though Pinker invokes a much longer chronology than Dimock and Zielinski, he still makes halt 

at the border between the Neolithic, which he refers to as «human prehistory»,65 a kind of 

periodization sharply criticized by both Smail and Greene, and the Paleolithic. Between the Ice 

Age and Modernity, Pinker argues, humankind have experienced a steady decline of violence, 

despite our current impression that our world is «a nightmare of crime, terrorism, genocide, 

and war».66 In part, Pinker substantiates his arguments by means of numbers and graphs, 

showing a decline in the number of violent deaths; his «explanation», on the other hand, is 

based on what could be considered a ‘deep intellectual history’. Pinker himself calls it «an 

explanation in terms of psychology and history: how human minds deal with changing 

circumstances», and he continues: 

 

The theory of mind that I will invoke is the synthesis of cognitive science, affective and cognitive 

neuroscience, social and evolutionary psychology, and other sciences of human nature that I explored in 

How the Mind Works, The Blank Slate, and The Stuff of Thought. According to this understanding, the 

mind is a complex system of cognitive and emotional faculties implemented in the brain which owe their 

basic design to the processes of evolution.
67

 

 

In his prior books, Pinker attacks the idea that the human mind is somehow without innate 

traits, a tabula rasa, or «blank slate», and that we can form our ideas and make our choices 
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free from biology. On the contrary, he argues, our minds are formed by evolutionary 

psychological processes, and thus, predisposed to think and behave in specific ways, for 

instance more peacefully and less violent.68  

 To the question if Pinker’s evolutionary psychology can be taken as a model for 

practicing intellectual history in deep time, or on the contrary, if what it really represents, is a 

radically ahistorical argument about human nature, in which history is nothing but a prop, there 

will be different answers, which cannot be discussed at any length here. It is interesting to 

observe, however, that in the introduction to his work On Deep History and the Brain, Smail 

explicitly distances himself from evolutionary psychology as a way of writing «deep history»:  

 

This book is not a proposal to bring evolutionary psychology into the realm of history. For 

reasons discussed at length in chapter 4, evolutionary psychology, at least as the field is 

currently defined, is not especially helpful to the historical enterprise. I am a firm believer that 

historians need to work with psychology and neurobiology.[...]. But evolutionary psychology, 

with its inexorable presentism, is not, I think, the way to go. This book charts an alternative 

path.69 

 

In order to stake out this «alternative path», Smail starts by asking about possible objects of 

study: «climate and ecology, disease, webs and exchanges, human morphology, sex and 

gender».70 His object of preference, however, is the brain, «the most obvious device for making 

the deep past intelligible» as well as for «building a continuous narrative»,71 thus, in a certain 

sense, opting for an intellectual, rather than a social or cultural history in deep time. 

 Unfortunately, Smail does not really make a coherent attempt at drafting what a deep 

history of mankind focusing on the brain might entail. Instead he sets out to navigate the 

pitfalls of different disciplinary traditions, such as ethology, sociobiology and evolutionary 

psychology, as well as different conceptual strategies such as «adaptive variation», «genotypes 

and phenotypes» etc. Nevertheless, he offers a few pointers of what such a history could look 
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like. Smail’s ideas for a deep history – what he now terms a «new neurohistory»72 – is based on 

recent findings of neuropsychology and neurophysiology, and presupposes the existence of 

brain structures and body chemicals which influence ways of feeling and thinking: moods, 

emotions and predispositions. One of his main examples is disgust.73 His lists of neurochemicals 

affecting human emotions include prolactin, oxytocin, epinephrine, dopamine, serotonin, 

endorphins, only to mention a few.74 At first, it seems that his neurohistorical claims are only 

valid for feelings, instinctive reactions, behavioral patterns, but he also goes on to argue that 

they can contribute in explaining «key elements of human economic, political, and social 

activity».75 Not least, historians should study the «rapid increase in the range of economic, 

political, and social devices that serve to modulate the body states of self and others», ranging 

«from religious liturgies, sports, education, novel reading, and military training, all of which 

stimulate the production or reuptake of neurochemicals and create or remove synapses and 

receptors, to the agricultural and economic practices that promote commerce in chemicals like 

alcohol, caffeine, and opiates, which alter body chemistry in a more direct fashion».76 The 

entire last chapter of the book are dedicated to these mood-altering practices, behaviors, and 

institutions generated by human culture, which Smail refers to as «psychotropic 

mechanisms».77 

 If we are to believe Smail, the deepest level in the stratigraphy of intellectual history 

contains moods, emotions, and behavorial patterns, as well as the neurochemicals that produce 

them, but also all the practices and devices that have been developed through the long history 

of humankind, to alter and control these bodily responses, both in terms of drugs and in terms 

of social institutions. But even if we were prone to reject this as a meaningful way of writing 

intellectual history, we will need to deal with the other implications following from this change 

of temporal scale: that the evidence, as Smail puts it, «comes not from written documents but 

from the other things that teach— from artefacts, fossils, vegetable remains, phonemes, and 
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various forms of modern DNA». These are all traces encoding information about the past, and 

just like the written records, historians are used to dealing with, their much-fetishized sources, 

they need to be approached with curiosity, and respect. Talking about them, Smail exploits the 

multimodal possibilities of the concepts of reading and interpretation: «they resist an easy 

reading and must be interpreted with care».78  

 In this final insistence on the element of “care” in dealing with the sources, all the other 

authors discussed in this essay, Lovejoy, Skinner, and Foucault, would undoubtedly have 

agreed, even though Foucault might have objected to the use of the term “interpret” in 

describing this activity. But rather than insisting on the common ground between these 

different scholarly enterprises, which all in different ways could be labelled “intellectual 

history”, my point here is to highlight the differences, more precisely, those particular 

differences that have to do with the temporal frameworks, which the authors apply to their 

material: the structural continuities of “ideas”, the discontinuities of “events” and “speech 

acts”, and finally, the deep time of “neurohistory” and biochemistry. Furthermore, I wanted to 

highlight the fact that in all these cases there is a close connection between the choice of 

temporal framework and the choice of object of study, or, in other words, that objects of study 

are chosen based on their duration, on their degree of permanence. Objects and time frames 

condition and reinforce each other mutually.  

 Finally, this essay is not the place for starting a systematic discussion of what a 

‘stratigraphy’ of intellectual history might eventually look like; rather, my point here has been 

to suggest the possibility of a combination of different time scales, of moving upward and 

downward in the “layer cake of time”, in order to better understand how the role of thought 

and communication in human history.  
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