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Hungarian Monarchy at the Turn of the 19th-20th Century
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Melchior Paligyi and the Four-Dimensional Space-Time. A Phﬂosophico;
Hermeneutic Theoty of Space-Time from the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy at

the Turn of the 19th-20th Century.

Laszlo Székely

Key words: Minkowski, Paligyi, time, space-time, philosophy of space and time, relativity theory,
hermencuties of science ‘

According to the generally accepted history of 20th century physics it was Hermann Minkowkski
who invented the four-dimensional space-time, which - after it was built into the general theory of
relativity by Finstein - became one of the basic concepts of modern physics. However, while
Minkowski delivered his famous paper on the topic in 1908 (Minkowski 1908), Melchior Palagyi, a
Hungarian mathematician, ‘man of letters’ and philosopher from the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy
had proposed to introduce this concept into physics in 1901 (Palagyi 1901), that is, scven years
before Minkowski’s paper. Palagyi’s space-ime does not involve the special  Lotentzian-
Minkowskian metric and, therefore, Palagyi does not anticipate the Minkowskian representation of
Linstein’s spectal theory of relativity. However, his space-time is similar to that of Minkowski, not
only in its four-dimensional character, but also in the fact that, in it, time corresponds to the
imaginary unit in a similar way as in Minkowski’s theory. This means that the Hunganan philosopher
— without anticipating the special Minkowskian metric — preceded Minkowski in the idea that furure
physics should represent physical processes in the framework of a unified, four-dimensional space-
time and time should be introduced in this representation as 4 dimension, which is orthogonal to
space and which, accordingly, should be represented by the imaginary unit. On the other hand,
besides the similarities, there are also important differences between Paligyi and Minkowski.
Namely, Minkowski arrives at the idea of the four-dimensional space-time by mathematical
calculation based on the mathematical properties of Lorentz transformation. Palagyi, by contrast,
introduces space-time on the basis of philosophical-hermenecutical considerations. For Minkowski
and for the interpretation of the special theory of relativity in Minkowskt’s wake, mathematical
calculaion overshadows philosophical reflection. The followers of this attitude require to adjuse

philosophy to the new mathematical idea of space-time and — as a part of this adjustment — to
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consider time as a mere dimension, which does not differ qualitatively from the other three
dimenstions. Palagyi, by contrast, did not forget that a mathematical model in itself, no matter how
successful, 15 only human construction, the epistemological and ontological value and meaning of
which can be revealed only by philosophical reflection. In this way Paligyi’s philosophy of space-
time developed m his work entitled A New Theory of Space-Time and published in 1901 has a
hermenentic role: it serves as the bermenentic framework for the investigations of the epistemological and
ontological meaning of the mathematical space-time of physics. Whereas he suggests to substitute
the traditional concepts of space and time with the four-dimensional space-time, he criticizes the
one-sided marhematical perspective characterizing Minkowski’s and Einstein’s approach  and
defends the right of philosophico-hermencutic reflection on scientific theories in that hermeneutic
framework. As a part of this criticismn, he rejects the radical spatializaston of time, which climinates
its special temporal features, and insists on its ontological ptiotity over space similarly to Bergson
and Hetdegger.(Palagyi 1901, 1914, 1925, Gibson 1928)

Research for this paper was part of a project supported by a grant from the [ Inngarian Scientific  Research Fund

(OTKA, Project No.: K 79194). The author gratefully acknowledoes that assistance
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Nature in Geography and the Oblivion of Geography

Barbara Zahnen

The presentation should be of particular interest with tespect to a hermencutic philosophy of
science (or a strong hermeneutics of science) which, implicitly or explicily, is concerned with the
oblivion of being. Ir will reveal a possibility of thinking which can be regarded as being in line with
the thinking undertaken by such a hermencutic philosophy of science, but which is not based on this
philosophy of science, nor on its (seeming) philosophical foundations. If the thinking to be
introduced can be said to be based on anything at all, then it's probably appropriate to say that its
based on nothing but the lived experience of a geographer (I am geographer myself), and, at the
same time, on the oblivion of geography, even within academic geography itsclf. While there would
be many ways to elucidate the above-said, the presentation will try to do so by rethinking the notion
of nature in geography in a way that reveals “fallow potentials” of academic geography (or, put

differently: overlooked but worthwhile possibilities of practising academic geography).
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