
EDITORIAL

© The Author(s) 2023

	
 Klaus Ruthenberg
klaus.ruthenberg@hs-coburg.de

1	 Faculty of Science, University of Applied Sciences Coburg, Coburg, Germany

Centenary Workshop on the Bifurcation of Acidity -Protonism 
vs. Electronism

Klaus Ruthenberg1

Foundations of Chemistry
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10698-023-09490-x

Klaus Ruthenberg
On March 7, 2023, a personal circle was closed. Thirty years ago, a handful of young 

academics founded what they called the “APC” (Arbeitskreis Philosophie und Chemie) in 
my home institution, Coburg´s small university (Upper Franconia/Bavaria/Germany). Lat-
est after that June 1993, my main research interests turned to the history and philosophy of 
chemistry. Hence, with the Centenary Workshop, I am happy to look back to a busy period 
filled with (hopefully not always unsuccessful) teaching, instructing, and administrating. 
During that very period, however, I also witnessed (and took part in) the birth and develop-
ment of what some observers tend to call modern philosophy of chemistry.

The idea to hold a meeting on the mentioned topic emerged from my research activities 
over the last almost ten years, during which I was lucky to spend some time at the Depart-
ment of History and Philosophy of Science in Cambridge and collaborate with Hasok Chang 
(Ruthenberg and Chang 2017, 2020). In 2022, Eric Scerri published a paper in this journal, 
in which he supported what I call the electronistic position regarding acidity, which com-
menced with Gilbert Lewis´ book “Valence” in 1923. Hence, it seemed to be a natural step 
to ask both scholars to contribute to our Workshop, and I was extremely happy that the two 
of them agreed to do this. Because their pertinent publications were already out, I ask the 
readers to kindly refer to the following references: Chang 2011, 2012, 2016, 2022; Scerri 
2022).

Also actively contributing to the Zoom-meeting were three other friends. Apostolos 
Gerontas, a historian of science with a background in chemistry, is a lecturer at Coburg 
University. After having served as one of the examiners in his doctoral examination at the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology in Trondheim, I was part of the hiring 
committee as to a lectureship in the history and philosophy of science (a still unusual field 
for a small university of applied sciences). For many years, Apostolos and I have been 
colleagues, conducted student projects on acidity (Ruthenberg 2020), and have published 
together (Ruthenberg and Gerontas 2018). He contributed the talk “Concepts of acidity in 
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antiquity and early history”, which gives an impression of the sensory background of the 
notion “acid”.

Pieter Thyssen is not a newcomer to the international group of philosophers of chemistry. 
He is one of the very few colleagues who are formally trained in both chemistry and phi-
losophy. On several ISPC meetings he presented his work and hosted one of these meetings 
(in Leuven) himself. When I asked him he immediately found a topic for his contribution, 
“Are acids natural kinds?”, which he elaborates in the printed version in some detail.

For several years, Gerd-Uwe Flechsig, who presented “Usanovich and his all-in-one 
acid-base concept”, has been a professor of chemistry at Coburg. He joined us after some 
years in Britain and the United States. In fact, he can be called my successor, in that he took 
over most of my teaching obligations, including a seminar titled “Biophilosophy”, which is 
an introduction to the history and philosophy of science. His main field of research is analyt-
ical electrochemistry. I am particularly glad that I could convince him to participate. Histori-
cal and philosophical topics with respect to chemistry are not entirely new to him though: 
In his doctoral examination in Rostock, Gerd chose philosophy as a minor. His paper refers 
to later theoretical developments regarding acid-base concepts and redox chemistry. I am 
optimistic that he will keep contact with our scientific community.

Alongside an introduction, my own contributions to the Workshop were “Ostwald, affin-
ity, and descriptivist acidity” and “Why Lowry?”. The latter topic refers to my historical 
claim that it is not justified to call the “protonist” point of view the “Brønsted-Lowry-the-
ory”. Lowry was (at least partly) a protonist, but the originator of the theory was clearly 
Brønsted. I decided to publish a detailed paper about that aspect elsewhere (a first short 
account in German is Ruthenberg 2023). The paper published in the present Workshop 
package is devoted to the theoretical bifurcation and thus of a more philosophical emphasis 
(Fig. 1).

During the preparatory phase of the Workshop, I contacted several other colleagues, 
and some of them were generally interested, so that there is some hope that the historical 
and philosophical research on acidity will be continued. I again thank all contributors and 
participants, John Grossman for the bifurcation drawing and the translational help, Chris-
tian Gasde for participating in the music of our “Sailing Strings”, which we used during the 
breaks, and, not least, David Kessel for his technical assistance.

Exactly one week after the Workshop, I changed into the status of Emeritus, awaiting 
new exciting projects….
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Fig. 1  The theoretical “bifurcation” of acidity which began in 1923 with the “protonist” proposal of Jo-
hannes Nicolaus Brønsted (left) and the “electronist” suggestion of Gilbert Newton Lewis (right). Draw-
ing by John Grossman
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