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     Introduction   

   Almost all philosophers agree that one cannot be properly trained 
in current philosophy without knowing something of either the historical 
development of the discipline or without some familiarity with the writings of 
certain canonical fi gures. Beyond acknowledging this requirement, however, 
there is very little agreement as to what relationship, exactly, the study of the 
history of philosophy should have to contemporary philosophy. Moreover, 
given that there is little consensus about the purpose that the historiography 
of philosophy should serve within philosophy as a whole, there is also little 
consensus about how historians of philosophy should go about their work, 
that is to say, about what kind of methodology to follow when approaching 
past philosophical texts. Th is volume takes a measure of the current range of 
views on this complicated issue and aims to show a way forward, for special-
ists in the history of philosophy as well as for philosophers with a theoretical 
interest in the question of the relationship of philosophy to its history and 
histories. 

 While there are many further, fi ner-grained distinctions to make, it seems 
that in the English-speaking world of philosophy at present there are two 
principal ways of thinking about this relationship. First, the history of phi-
losophy is held to be a source of ideas and arguments that may be of use in 
current philosophy, and it is to be studied as a way of advancing in the resolu-
tion of problems of current interest. Second, it is supposed that the history of 
philosophy is to be studied and understood for its own sake and on its own 
terms, even when the problems of interest to the fi gures in this history have 
since fallen off  the philosophical agenda. Representatives of the fi rst line of 
thinking, who might be called “appropriationist,” criticize defenders of the 
second approach, who might in turn be dubbed “contextualists,” for aban-
doning the aim of making a positive contribution to current philosophy and 
instead engaging in “mere history.” 
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 Representatives of the contextualist approach criticize the appropriation-
ists for sacrifi cing the original, intended meaning of historical doctrines on 
the altar of current philosophical fashion, and thus being culpable of a certain 
species of revisionism. Th e appropriationists can return the allegations made 
against them by arguing that there just is no way to really engage with the 
thoughts of a past philosopher other than by confronting his or her argu-
ments with our own. Learning from past philosophers, and thus also paying 
tribute to their greatness, is necessarily to pull historical arguments out of 
the storehouse of history, dusting them off , and reactivating them in our own 
contemporary context. Consequently, the use of the history of philosophy for 
philosophy does not lie in the correct historical account of what the inten-
tions of some past philosopher were but instead in the possible solutions that 
can be extracted from these texts to perennial problems of philosophy. In this 
fashion, it is simply not philosophically relevant whether the rational recon-
structions of past philosophers one develops correspond to the intentions of 
that philosopher, as long as these reconstructions yield conceptual results and 
address contemporary concerns in an interesting way. 

 Th e contextualists, in turn, defend the principle laid down by Quentin 
Skinner that “[n]o agent can eventually be said to have meant or done some-
thing which he could never be brought to accept as a correct description of 
what he had meant or done.” But to place Plato or Descartes or Hume in 
conversation with our own intellectual community, the contextualists worry, 
is inevitably to impute such unacceptable meanings or actions to past phi-
losophers. It may be true that there is some set of problems that all of these 
thinkers were focused upon, and that continues to interest us today. But the 
problem with the “conversational” approach to the history of philosophy is 
that it is necessarily a one-way conversation: the long-dead fi gures from the 
past cannot respond with any more than what they have already said, whereas 
the living can continue adding and revising and advancing. Th e contextual-
ist believes that the most urgent thing to do for the scholar of the history of 
philosophy is to make sure that we have properly understood the full set of 
reasons a historical fi gure had for addressing a certain philosophical problem 
and for attempting a certain solution to it. 

 It appears, then, that historians of philosophy are caught between their 
own Scylla and Charybdis, between either being untrue to the aims and inten-
tions of the historical fi gures or abandoning the project of philosophy alto-
gether in order to engage in social and cultural history, paleography, or the 
minute forensic work of the archival researcher. Meanwhile, a non-negligible 
part of the readership of the scholarly output of historians of, for example, 
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early modern philosophy is instructors and students in introductory courses 
on the so-called Empiricists and Rationalists; these readers seek illumination 
of and background material to the canonical fi gures they teach and study. Th e 
potential tensions between the needs of scholarship and service to the disci-
pline have barely been theorized. 

 In addition to the contextualist and appropriationist approaches practiced 
in Anglo-American philosophy, there is a third approach more familiar from 
Continental philosophy, in which one’s philosophical position is developed 
dialectically with a tradition that is oft en simultaneously constructed for that 
purpose. Sometimes work done in this mode sets the agenda for renewed 
detailed engagement with the history of philosophy. Scholars working in this 
tradition tend not to agree with the contextualists that the best thing to do 
is to let past fi gures “speak for themselves” and even tend to doubt that we 
can know what they were saying independent of our own interest in using 
them for some end or another of our own. But they also oft en disagree with 
the appropriationists, who tend to mine past philosophy for timelessly good 
arguments; for Continental historians, philosophy, as a dialectical activity, 
tends to be understood as a fundamentally historical process rather than a 
timeless source of truths. Th us, a Continental historian will not mine the past 
for usable nuggets, but will rather attempt to build on the past in a way that is 
both attentive to it and, at the same time, seeking to overcome its historically 
conditioned limitations. A scholar in this tradition is, like the appropriation-
ist, eminently a philosopher rather than a historian, to the extent that she 
rejects the task of recovering the past fi gure’s world, and instead prefers to use 
the past fi gure to make sense of her own world. As with the appropriationist, 
though, there is the lingering danger that this sort of scholarship does not do 
justice to the actual concerns of the historical fi gure whose work has selec-
tively been called into service. 

 What, then, is to be done? Most signifi cantly, the once widespread view of 
history as strictly irrelevant to the current practice of philosophy, warranted 
by a certain interpretation of logical positivism, has by now gone almost com-
pletely extinct. As a result, in most philosophical circles one no longer needs 
to expend any eff ort justifying an interest in Descartes, say, as such. One 
needs only to give an account of how Descartes relates to one’s philosophical 
interests. Another signifi cant development in the English-speaking world has 
been an increase in attention to original-language texts, to the less familiar 
or unpublished works of philosophers, to the so-called minor fi gures with 
whom the major thinkers were in contact, and to the development of ideas 
and arguments over the course of a philosopher’s life. Th irty years ago, among 
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English-speaking philosophers the names “Descartes” and “Kant” were taken 
to stand for fi xed sets of views, and ones that could be expressed in English 
just as well as in German, French, or Latin. Today, as a result of the work of 
Daniel Garber and many others, this once common approach to historical 
fi gures now seems to most researchers far too simplistic, and today almost 
everyone at least strives for a somewhat higher-resolution picture of the actual 
historical person who stands behind the familiar arguments. Th ere has also 
been, in recent years, a growing interest in questions of methodology in the 
history of philosophy. 

 Th is volume aims to create an inclusive discussion such that a range of 
diff erent methodological approaches from diff erent traditions of philoso-
phy can be read alongside each other and be seen in sometimes very critical 
conversation with each other. In order to achieve this we invited leading spe-
cialists in what is known as “early modern” philosophy (roughly the period 
between Descartes and Kant) to address the methodology of the history of 
philosophy. 

 Th e present collection refl ects the rapid internationalization of research 
that has opened up the fi eld to a wide range of approaches much less (if at all) 
present on the horizon of Anglo-American scholarship, say, thirty years ago. 
Th is increase in exchange between various national traditions has heightened 
the sensitivity among scholars to methodological issues. Moreover, it has given 
rise to a sort of second-order, metaphilosophical problem. For the historian of 
philosophy trying to address these diff erent approaches in a balanced fashion, 
and extracting something useful and coherent from them, questioning the 
role of her discipline within philosophy as a whole is no longer just a question 
of how philosophy relates to itself and its history. It is also a question of how 
various traditions for thinking about such meta-philosophical issues relate  to 
each other , and of refl ecting on the conditions under which these traditions 
may inform each other in a productive way. 

 We have assembled prominent and upcoming scholars, with a wide range 
of philosophical orientations, to contribute new essays on the subject of the 
relationship between philosophy and the history of philosophy. Th e con-
tributors include both specialists in the history of philosophy as well as phi-
losophers who work primarily on current problems in systematic philosophy 
but who have a pronounced interest in history. Th e contributors have been 
chosen among specialists working in the area of early modern philosophy, 
broadly defi ned. Th is choice does of course to some extent refl ect the areas of 
specialization of the editors. Th ere are, however, also good, intrinsic reasons 
for focusing on this period. Ancient philosophy, and to some extent medieval 
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philosophy, are areas in the history of philosophy that are already and neces-
sarily very much informed by historical considerations. It is generally recog-
nized that any philosophical exchange between contemporary philosophers 
and ancient philosophy requires the historical work of philologists and histo-
rians in order to be possible at all. Not so with early modern philosophy. Early 
modern philosophers are oft en taken to be those who are “closest” to our-
selves in terms of basic problems, concerns, and approaches. Th ey oft en write 
in the vernacular rather than Latin, thus reducing the need for translations. 
For these reasons, it is with the early modern philosophers that basic ques-
tions of how to approach them—as if they were colleagues with whom you 
discuss philosophy in the hallway of the department, or rather as if they were 
historical aliens speaking a diff erent philosophical tongue—come up with 
the greatest urgency. From the point of view of practical methodology, the 
relation between early modern philosophy and philosophy is the most prob-
lematic, and therefore also the most interesting, interface between the history 
of philosophy and contemporary philosophy. Th e volume will, however, be 
of interest to a wide variety of specialists, teachers, and refl ective students of 
other periods as well. 

 Th e contributions to the volume all seek to go beyond the standard ways 
of doing history of philosophy sketched here. Th e chapters can be roughly 
divided into four general orientations. First, the largest group of chapters 
(L æ rke, Smith, Vermeir, Goldenbaum, and Waugh and Ariew) advocate 
methods that promote history of philosophy as an unapologetic, autonomous 
enterprise with its own criteria within philosophy. Within this group, L æ rke, 
Smith, Vermeir, and Goldenbaum off er competing ways to professionalize the 
history of philosophy by focusing on its proper method. Th ey off er exemplars 
from a wide variety of disciplinary practices: L æ rke turns to anthropology to 
conceptualize a notion of historical truth embedded in a controversy; Smith 
turns to archaeology as a model for an interdisciplinary approach to the his-
tory of philosophy; Vermeir explores the merits of genealogical approaches; 
and Goldenbaum models the historian of philosophy on the careful detective 
who seeks out clues. Th e fi rst three chapters also include trenchant criticism 
of Skinner’s infl uential methodological writings. Ariew and Waugh make the 
case for the benefi ts of a contextual approach to history of philosophy and 
remind us of the days when factually accurate history of philosophy could not 
be taken for granted. 

 Second, three chapters (Catana, Klein, and Kolesnik-Antoine) can be seen 
as historicizing the history of philosophy from within. Th ey argue that his-
tory of philosophy without historiography is blind to highly relevant features 
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of its past. Catana focuses his account on the development of the very idea of 
a “systematic philosophy.” Kolesnik-Antoine explores how an image of what 
Cartesian philosophy essentially is was constructed by nineteenth-century 
scholars. Klein explores the methodological lessons that can drawn from 
within the past philosophical texts we study, focusing in particular on 
Spinoza’s conception of philosophical and non-philosophical readers in order 
to discuss what kinds of readers of philosophical text  we  are, and  must  be, 
from a Spinozist perspective. 

 Th ird, four chapters (Della Rocca, Schliesser, Nelson, and Melamed) 
argue for history of philosophy as a means toward making contributions to 
contemporary philosophy. In particular, they agree that the history of phi-
losophy plays a crucial role in overcoming the confi nes of present philosophy. 
Drawing on the principle of suffi  cient reason, Della Rocca takes aim at what 
he calls the “method of intuition,” which he claims privileges common sense. 
Nelson also expresses reservations about the role of common sense in the way 
the contemporary emphasis on enduring problems in philosophy blinds us 
to the systematic nature of signifi cant (and oft en incompatible) philosophi-
cal projects of the past and present. Yet another attack on common sense is 
mounted by Melamed, who argues against the principle of charity, which he 
claims prevents us from using the history of philosophy as a way to improve 
our philosophical understanding. Schliesser advocates creating new concepts 
through which past and present philosophy can be fused. Della Rocca and 
Schliesser argue their case by re-telling the history of the origins of analytic 
philosophy. Representative of all four chapters is Nelson’s insistence that there 
is a crucial diff erence between an analytical presentation, which he embraces, 
and substantive analytical philosophical commitments, which he rejects for 
the historian of philosophy. 

 Finally, two chapters (Domski, Schmaltz) explore the relationship 
between the history of philosophy and the history of science. Th ey both do 
so by deploying the resources of a classic (1992) article by Margaret Wilson. 
Against the hopes of the generation following Th omas Kuhn, Schmaltz argues 
that history of philosophy and history of science are distinct approaches that 
can sometimes learn from each other but should remain separate. By contrast, 
Domski argues that a more integrated approach is possible, but only if we 
abandon the idea that the past is a reservoir of conceptual resources. Rather 
she insists that philosophical refl ection on the past can enrich the founda-
tions of present debates.  
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 The Anthropological Analogy and 
the Constitution of Historical 

Perspectivism   
    Mogens L æ   rke    

   1.   Introduction 
 It is a noteworthy fact that among historians of early modern philosophy 
the question of methodology, i.e., of  how  it should be done, oft en tends to 
be swallowed up by worries about  why  it should be done. To some extent, 
it is also an unsurprising fact. To be sure, Gary Hatfi eld is right to say that 
“there is little reason for today’s contextually oriented historians to consider 
themselves lonely revolutionaries. Nor should they bemoan a lack of appre-
ciation from ahistorical colleagues.”  1   Nonetheless, the history of philosophy 
remains a subordinate topic in most Anglo-Saxon philosophy departments. 
Moreover, framing the question in this fashion has become somewhat of a 
standard approach. Hence, even if their philosophical colleagues may no lon-
ger scoff  (so much) at the history of philosophy and no longer ask (as much) 
for justifi cation as previously for the peculiar activity historians of philosophy 
are engaged in, the latter largely continue to behave as if it was the case. 

 It must however be possible to study the history of philosophy in a way 
that is both methodologically conscious and does not sound like a perpetual 
excuse. Why that is desirable is not only a question of institutional self-vin-
dication. Th e apologetic mode of methodological discourse has done much 
damage in creating considerable confusion about the kind of truth histori-
ans of philosophy are supposed to dislodge from past philosophical texts. In 
this chapter, I say something about what is required for the establishment 

  1  .   Hatfi eld (2005), 88–89.  
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of a historiography of philosophy overcoming this problem, i.e., what I call 
an unapologetic historiography of philosophy. Next, and more important, 
I discuss one way of studying the history of philosophy that satisfi es those 
requirements. I argue how an oft -repeated comparison between the histori-
ography of philosophy and contemporary cultural anthropology, habitually 
invoked in order to support arguments in favor of relativist if not outright 
skeptical arguments about historical truth, can be put to a more constructive 
use. First, by spelling out the epistemological implications of some method-
ological intuitions most acutely formulated by anthropologists, I sketch out a 
method for the historiography of philosophy dubbed  historical perspectivism . 
Th is method stresses the role that contextually internal perspectives play in 
the constitution of the true historical meaning of past philosophical texts. By 
such internal perspectives, I understand interpretations of texts developed by 
agents moving within the relevant historical context, i.e., agents who took an 
active part in the historical debates to which the text is a contribution. Finally, 
I discuss how historical perspectivism is also a form of  historical actualism , in 
that it excludes from the horizon of correct historical reconstruction perspec-
tives or interpretations that are merely contextually  possible , including only 
those that are actually deployed within the relevant context.  

  2.   Requirements for an Unapologetic 
Historiography of Philosophy 

 I believe that an unapologetic historiography of philosophy requires that we 
respect the following three points. 

 First, one must do away with the misconception that the historiography of 
philosophy will  ever  manage to justify itself vis- à -vis other sub-disciplines by 
posing as philosophy  simpliciter . Requiring that historians of philosophy should 
simultaneously “do philosophy” puts them in the impossible position of having 
to cater for historical exactitude and philosophical truth at the same time, con-
stantly running from one camp to the other. One readily available issue from 
this exhausting exercise is to mediate between these two poles by means of a 
philosophy of history, defending the idea that there is something inherently his-
torical about the philosophical enterprise as such. Hegel’s history of philosophy 
is the most famous variant of such a strategy. Charles Taylor is a more recent 
example of a historian of philosophy taking that route.  2   While oft en ingenious, 

  2  .   Taylor (1984), 17–30.  
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9Th e Anthropological Analogy and the Constitution of Historical Perspectivism

solutions of this kind, however, suff er from one fatal strategic fl aw. Th ey require 
that our philosophical colleagues be converted to the philosophy of history 
proposed before they are properly conditioned to see the value of the history of 
philosophy. But most of them are as unlikely to do that as they are to recognize 
the value of the history of philosophy in the fi rst place.  3   Justifying the historiog-
raphy of philosophy requires that the discipline be defi ned in such a way that it 
caters  equally  for a wide range of possible philosophical positions and not only 
for positions that fall within the category of philosophy of history. However, the 
most straightforward option for doing that is equally desisting from catering for 
them at all. Historians of philosophy would then simply behave toward their 
colleagues in other branches of philosophy as the latter already behave toward 
each other, including toward historians of philosophy. It would be perceived as 
unreasonable if historians of philosophy demanded that contemporary episte-
mologists should conduct their research in such a way that it would be helpful 
for the historiography of philosophy. So why should the reverse be the case? 

 Next, it should be emphasized that the historiography of philosophy 
deals with the interpretation of past philosophical texts.  4   Whatever counts 
as “philosophical” is a matter of discussion and subject to considerable his-
torical variation. One may also wonder when exactly it is that a philosophi-
cal text becomes part of the “past.” However, it is uncontroversial that the 
interpretation of past philosophical texts is indeed what the historian of 
philosophy is concerned with. Th is does not imply that traces of historical 
practices other than writing, such as, for example, scientifi c measurement and 
experimentation, are irrelevant for the study of the history of philosophy.  5   It 
does not mean either that what counts as past philosophical text should nec-
essarily be narrowly defi ned as words written on pages.  6   It simply means that 
the study of whatever counts as non-textual traces by defi nition only is rel-
evant for the historian of philosophy to the extent that they are conducive for 
understanding the meaning of primary texts. Now, it is a radically diff erent 
question to ask about the correct interpretation of a text than to ask why we 
should take an interest in or adopt the position it propounds. Th e historian 
of philosophy must then, qua historian, emphatically distinguish the levels 
of  meaning  and  truth  of historical texts and restrict his professional business 

  3  .   For a reaction of this kind, see Graham (1982), 37–52.  

  4  .   See Garber (2001), 235; Kenny (2005), 22.  

  5  .   See Vermeir, this volume.  

  6  .   See Smith, this volume.  
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to the reconstruction of the former. In other words, he must from the outset 
be emphatically indiff erent to the philosophical merits of the doctrine under 
scrutiny and focus exclusively on the historical meaning of the texts. Such 
unapologetic antiquarianism is not valuable for philosophy  in spite of  its dis-
regard for the concerns of “real” philosophers.  7   In fact, being unapologetically 
antiquarian is a necessary condition for having any such value. For, as Michael 
Ayers and Daniel Garber note, “we must certainly understand past philoso-
phies before we can learn either from their insights or from their mistakes.”  8   

 Finally, the historian of philosophy cannot do without a principled concep-
tion of what  true historical meaning  of past texts  is , i.e., about what it  means  to 
have acquired a correct historical interpretation of a past philosophy. Indeed, 
the question concerning the nature of true historical meaning, or of what will 
count as a correct historical interpretation and why, is the one genuine philo-
sophical question—and a meta-philosophical question at it—with which 
the historian of philosophy should be concerned, much in the same way as 
a moral philosopher is concerned with what morality is, an epistemologist 
with what truth is, and a metaphysician with what being is. Moreover, the 
historiography of philosophy cannot do without a corresponding method for 
accessing this true historical meaning. Th is requirement should, however, by 
no means be taken as a rejection of methodological pluralism. Th ere still can 
be, indeed are, diff erent types of historiography of philosophy with diff erent 
assumptions about the nature of true historical meaning. 

 Hence, to summarize: (i) the historiography of philosophy is an indepen-
dent sub-discipline of philosophy and is not accountable to any other sub-
discipline; (ii) it is concerned with the correct historical interpretation of 
past philosophical texts, not with the philosophical merits of the doctrines it 
reconstructs; and (iii) it cannot do without some notion about the nature of 
true historical meaning, including a corresponding method for dislodging it 
from the texts. Th ese three points summarize the fundamental requirements 
for an unapologetic historiography of philosophy. 

 In the following sections, I turn to the second and more substantial part 
of this chapter. It concerns  one  way in which I believe it is possible to satisfy 
these requirements. It is a methodology that I have dubbed “historical per-
spectivism.” In order to preempt fatal misunderstanding, it should be noted 
that other theories labeled “historical perspectivism” already exist, but that 

  7  .   See Garber (2005), 145.  

  8  .   See Garber and Ayers (1998), 4.  
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these homonymous theories have little in common with what I propose. 
Among philosophers, “historical perspectivism” evokes the theses developed 
by Friedrich Nietzsche in  On the Use and Abuse of History for Life , where he 
complained that the writing of history should be put in the service of “life” 
and that nineteenth-century German history writing failed to do that. It is 
not a moustache I have any intention of growing. For a Nietzschean, the very 
ambition of writing unapologetic history of philosophy would undoubtedly 
seem like yet another fi ction about writing a  history  which is not already a 
 use  of history, and dismiss it as an “antiquarian” historiography of the kind 
denounced by Nietzsche as “a repulsive rage for blind for collecting, a restless 
raking together of everything that ever existed.”  9   For those better acquainted 
with literary theory, “historical perspectivism” is also associated with a partic-
ular type of approach to literary works from about half a century ago, mainly 
represented by Erich Auerbach. Auerbach himself thought of his historical 
perspectivism in terms of a “historical relativism,” although he denied that 
any skeptical conclusions should be drawn from it.  10   Like it is for Nietzsche, 
“historical perspectivism” is for Auerbach a theory according to which the 
historian necessarily is involved in the constitution of the historical truth he 
discovers. It thus turns on the idea that  contextually external  perspectives, and 
in particular our own, necessarily determine how we construct the meaning 
of historical texts. Th ese brands of “historical perspectivism” are unlikely to 
have much appeal to contemporary historians of philosophy. Fortunately, 
they have little in common with the position I advocate in the following, 
namely, that  contextually internal  perspectives on past philosophical texts are 
constitutive of the true historical meaning of those texts.  

  3.   Th e Anthropological Analogy 
 When reading various methodological pieces written by historians of phi-
losophy over the last fi ft y years, one cannot help being struck by how oft en 
past philosophical texts are conveyed as products of some alien culture and 
the historian of philosophy correspondingly described as a sort of intellectual 
time-traveler. Th e image, of course, has a distinguished pedigree. Descartes 
famously writes in  Discours de la m   é   thode  that “conversing with those of past 
centuries is much the same as traveling,” explaining that “it is good to know 

  9  .   See Nietzsche (1983), 75.  

  10  .   See Auerbach (1967), 262.  
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something of the customs of various peoples, so that we may judge our own 
more soundly and not think that everything contrary to our own ways is irra-
tional, as those who have seen nothing of the world ordinarily do.”  11   In his 
contribution to Peter Hare’s  Doing Philosophy Historically , Daniel Garber 
quotes Descartes’s text when accounting for his own practice of “disinter-
ested history.”  12   By traveling foreign intellectual lands, he argues, we will be 
rewarded with a “certain perspective on our own lives.”  13   Along similar lines, 
Quentin Skinner argues that doing intellectual history may teach us how 
“those features of our own arrangements which we may be disposed to accept 
as traditional or even ‘timeless’ truths may in fact be the merest contingencies 
of our peculiar history and social structure.”  14   To a great many historians of 
philosophy, the value of studying past philosophical texts is directly propor-
tional to the extent to which grasping their meaning forces us to challenge our 
own basic epistemic assumptions.  15   It is, however, far from clear that there is 
any point in traveling into the lands of past philosophy if we do this only to 
behave like tourists strolling through the historical texts like freshly disem-
barked cruise guests pouring into the local market, hunting for exotic souve-
nirs vaguely reminding us of other worlds than our own. We need a clearly 
formulated notion of how to go about grasping the truth of a foreign philoso-
phy steeped in a historically distant intellectual culture. 

 In this context an oft -repeated and yet underexploited analogy between 
the historiography of philosophy and cultural anthropology can be of some 
help. Th e analogy is oft en invoked by historians of philosophy when stress-
ing the diffi  culty of gaining access to the meaning of past philosophy, argu-
ing that understanding, say, Francis Bacon, is just as diffi  cult as decoding the 
culture of pygmies in Cameroon. Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, points 
out that the study of “culturally and intellectually alien periods in the history 
of philosophy may make us aware of modes of philosophical thought and 
enquiry whose forms and presuppositions are so diff erent from ours that we 
are unable to discover suffi  cient agreement in concepts and standards to pro-
vide grounds for deciding between the rival and incompatible claims embod-
ied in such modes without begging the question,” and he adds: “that precisely 

  11  .   Descartes (1984–1991), I, 113.  

  12  .   Garber (1988a), 34–37.  

  13  .   Ibid., 35.  

  14  .   Skinner (1969), 52.  

  15  .   See, for example, Williams (2006), 258–59, 263–64, or Rorty (1984), 51.  
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the same type of issue could obviously arise in defi ning our relationship to the 
mode of philosophical activity carried on within some alien cultural tradi-
tion has of course been noticed on occasion by anthropologists.”  16   Here, the 
anthropological analogy serves to illustrate a somewhat negative claim and 
supports, willingly or not, historical relativism or even skepticism.  17   In what 
follows, however, I recycle the analogy in a more affi  rmative mode. Rather 
than invoking the methodological tribulations of cultural anthropologists 
in order to lament the diffi  culties of reconstructing the “alien” intentions 
underlying historical utterances, I prefer turning to cultural anthropologists 
to see what methodological tools they have in fact developed in order per-
form the seemingly impossible task of decoding alien utterances; how, against 
all odds, they have in fact managed to grasp at least some of the things that 
Cameroonian pygmies “are up to,” as Cliff ord Geertz would put it.  

  4.   Fieldwork in the History of Philosophy 
 Let me fi rst anticipate an obvious objection. According to Bronislaw 
Malinowski’s original formulation, the proper conditions for ethnographic 
fi eldwork “consist mainly in cutting oneself off  from the company of other 
white men, and remaining in as close contact with the natives as possible, 
which really can only be achieved by camping right in their villages.”  18   In other 
words, the cultural anthropologist must make an active eff ort to immerse 
himself deeply in the culture he studies. An historian of philosophy, however, 
cannot aspire to such immersion, because the intellectual culture he studies 
no longer exists. Th us inescapably confi ned to the proverbial armchair, barred 
by time itself from that authentic world of the great cultural outdoors that the 
anthropologist prides himself in taking part in, the historian of philosophy 
has no use for hiking boots. 

 Th e dilemma is of course well known to “real” historians, i.e., those histo-
rians who write about the Th irty Years War, sixteenth-century trading routes, 
or the intricate politics of Cardinal Richelieu. Th ey can never go back and 
verify whether the information they obtain from the texts handed over from 
the past provide an accurate account of that past, i.e., whether the sources pro-
vide reliable representations of the experienced, historical reality of warfare, 

  16  .   MacIntyre (1984), 34.  

  17  .   For a good example, incidentally appealing to Descartes’s travel metaphor, see Lepenies 
(1984), 146–47.  

  18  .   Malinowski (1922), 6.  
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trading, or politics. I am, however, unconvinced that this is an adequate 
description of the situation for the historian of philosophy whose relation 
to “historical reality” is diff erent. Th e written material the historian of phi-
losophy works on simply cannot be considered “sources to” historical reality 
in the sense that seventeenth-century documents on Richelieu’s premiership 
are considered sources to the political reality of early modern France. It is a 
trademark of intellectual cultures that they  happen  in writing, i.e., their being 
written is to a large extent how they  occur  and not just how they are  registered . 
For the historian of philosophy, the texts he studies just  are  the historical real-
ity under scrutiny, not a  representation  of it. In that respect, the work of the 
historian of philosophy is closer to that of an archaeologist excavating past 
monuments than to that of a “regular” historian studying historical sources: 
he works with texts as if they were ruins, vestiges, or monuments of philo-
sophical meaning to be excavated, dusted off , and rebuilt.  19   

 Th ere is however an even better analogy available. In an insightful refl ec-
tion on Wilhelm Dilthey, Lepenies evokes a certain family resemblance 
between the archival work of the historian of philosophy and the cultural 
anthropologist’s work in the fi eld:

  Listening to Dilthey as he talks about the necessity to reconstruct the 
context and to retrace the development of philosophical systems not 
just from published books but from the philosophers’ original manu-
scripts, he resembles a fi eld-worker more than an armchair-philologist. 
Dilthey’s history of philosophy is an anthropology carried out in the 
archive.  20     

 Th ere is much truth to this account. Historically at least, the birth of mod-
ern historiography in mid-nineteenth-century Germany—beginning with 
Leopold Ranke—was characterized by an approach to archival work in many 
ways similar to anthropological fi eldwork.  21   But there is more than just his-
torical truth to this when it comes to the history of philosophy, given its par-
ticular focus on  texts . If, here putting to one side the question of participation, 
anthropological fi eldwork essentially consists in prolonged immersion in the 
culture in question and the refusal to rely on non-native informants, then 
spending long periods of time reading the texts of Leibniz, Bayle, etc. just  is  

  19  .   See Smith, this volume.  

  20  .   Lepenies (1984), 149–50.  

  21  .   See Eskildsen (2008), 430–33.  
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doing fi eldwork in seventeenth-century intellectual culture. In fact, the his-
torian of philosophy moves from the armchair to the great outdoors as easily 
as he shift s from reading a commentary to opening a volume containing his 
primary text. 

 Now, importantly, if the fi eld of investigation is the past philosophical 
 texts  on the library shelves, then this also implies that  philosophers  are  not  the 
object under investigation. Let me linger a bit on that point by considering 
a fatally careless account of the intellectual historian’s task by Richard Rorty. 
According to Rorty, the intellectual historian should proceed like the anthro-
pologist “who wants to know how primitives talk to fellow-primitives as well 
as how they react to instructions from missionaries. For this purpose he tries 
to get inside their heads, to think in terms which he would never dream of 
employing at home.”  22   Th e passage is a good example of the ubiquity of the 
anthropological analogy in the methodological literature. Th e formulation is, 
however, unfortunate on several accounts. First, cultural anthropologists take 
no interest in the inside of people’s heads. As Geertz writes: “Th e trick is not 
to get yourself into some inner correspondence of spirit with your informant. 
Preferring, like the rest of us, to call their souls their own, they are not going to 
be altogether keen about such an eff ort anyway. Th e trick is to fi gure out what 
the devil they think they are up to.”  23   Next, for analogous reasons, historians 
of philosophy have no interest either in what the texts may tell him about the 
inside of past philosophers’ heads.  24   On pains of violating the maxim that 
the historiography of philosophy aims at understanding the meaning of past 
philosophical texts, one cannot slide toward the standpoint that this mean-
ing is reducible to the representation of original authorial intentions. Th e 
relation of representation is exactly the reverse. Studying the biography of an 
author, for example, helps the historian of philosophy reconstruct one repre-
sentation among others of the philosophical text, i.e., namely, the particular 
understanding of the text that is the author’s own. Now, there may still be 
good reasons for privileging the author’s own representation/interpretation 
of his text. But there is no good reason for doing  more  than that and grant the 
author complete authority over it.  25   

  22  .   Rorty (1984), 50.  

  23  .   Geertz (1983), 58.  

  24  .    Ibid. 9–10. To be fair, Rorty gets it right when writing that “intellectual history consists of 
descriptions of what the intellectuals were up to at a given time, and of their interaction 
with the rest of society” (op. cit., 68; see also Rorty, Schneewind, Skinner (1984), 12).  

  25  .   See Hatfi eld (2005), 97; Skinner (1972), 405.  
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 Cutting in this way the umbilical cord from textual meaning to authorial 
intention gives rise to concerns about how to situate philosophical texts in 
history. For, if it is not by reference to an author writing at a specifi c place at a 
specifi c time, how is a text qualifi ed as “historical” to receive a meaning in any 
essential way related to some specifi c point in history justifying that qualifi ca-
tion? If the historical meaning of Spinoza’s  Tractatus theologico-politicus , for 
example, cannot be reduced to what Spinoza had in mind when he wrote it, 
then what prevents the text from fl oating freely in history, the true histori-
cal meaning being whatever the text has meant at any given time in history, 
including today? In a certain way I believe philosophical texts do fl oat in that 
way. Th e historian of philosophy should not necessarily focus narrowly on the 
time when a text was written, but can also focus on the subsequent history of 
the text, its transmission and reception. It seems reductive to think that the 
history of reception cannot  add  anything to the meaning of the text, but only 
either  repeat  or  misrepresent  the original meaning intended by the author. For 
example, when John Toland in the fourth and fi ft h  Letters to Serena  criticizes 
Spinoza for “having given no account of how matter comes to be mov’d” and 
having ignored that option that “motion is essential to matter,” it is no rare 
occurrence among commentators to simply interpret this as a clumsy misread-
ing of Spinoza. Such interpretations, however, overlook the crucial fact that 
Toland’s text is a contribution to an early eighteenth-century debate between 
Toland, Leibniz, and Johann Georg Wachter. Hence, as Tristan Dagron has 
shown, even though Toland refers directly to Spinoza’s texts in the  Letters , he 
is not so much discussing Spinoza as he is refuting Wachter’s interpretation 
of Spinoza in  Elucidarius Cabalisticus  in an attempt to show how his own 
brand of pantheism might prove as effi  cient a solution to certain constitutive 
problems with traditional Cartesian mechanism as Leibniz’s rehabilitation of 
substantial forms.  26   Spinoza himself, it seems, has simply spiraled out of the 
zone of contextual relevance for the simple reason that in the four decades 
that separate the publication of the  Opera posthuma  in 1677 and Toland’s 
 Letters  from 1704, the intellectual context for the discussion of Spinoza’s text 
has changed to such a degree that Spinoza arguably would not recognize him-
self in it at all. Hence, the Spinozism we encounter in the  Letters to Serena  
is, as Pierre-Fran ç ois Moreau would put it, a “Spinozism without Spinoza.”  27   
Nonetheless, we would still want to be able to say that Spinoza’s  texts  play an 

  26  .   See Dagron (2009), 167–259.  

  27  .   See Moreau (2007), 289–97.  
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important role in the constitution of this “Spinozism without Spinoza” and, 
conversely, that this “Spinozism without Spinoza”  in this context  contributes 
to the true historical meaning of Spinoza’s texts. 

 So how are we to proceed if we want to maintain that the history of recep-
tion can teach us something essential about the true historical meaning of a text, 
but without ending up completely uprooting the text from history as such? I 
believe that Skinner is right in stressing that past philosophical texts must be 
studied as concrete interventions in concrete historical debates that have been 
produced in response to other such interventions and that in turn will provoke 
the production of yet other interventions.  28   Th e meaning of a past philosophi-
cal text is in an essential way determined by the historical debate that the text is 
considered a contribution to by those who write or read it.  29   Th e interpretation 
of a past philosophical text, then, should take the form of a study of the rela-
tions that the text entertains with other philosophical or non-philosophical 
texts that contribute to the same historical debate as it does. Th us, in summary, 
what the historian of philosophy should be interested in is not so much iso-
lated individual texts as it is texts insofar as they are precisely situated in larger 
 clusters of texts  all historically placed around a given  controversy , be it local (e.g., 
the 1697 controversy in the  Journal des S   ç   avans  between Leibniz and R é gis on 
the relations between Descartes and Spinoza) or more global (e.g., the contro-
versies on  jus circa sacra  in Holland from Grotius to Spinoza). Determining the 
meaning of some text is then nothing but determining the role the text plays 
as a concrete intervention in some historical debate and situating the text in a 
complex network of intellectual positions actually in play at the time. 

 A single text may be an element in a multitude of such clusters. It is up to 
the historian of philosophy interested in the past philosophical text to pick 
the controversy he will study and to identify the exact cluster of texts he will 
pitch his tent next to. Exactly how such clusters are to be circumscribed is, 
I suspect, a somewhat pragmatic process involving some initial provisional 
determination of the fi eld, followed by interrogations put to the intellectual 
agents within that fi eld about the exactitude of the initial circumscription. In 
any case, I would resist providing a priori conceptual principles for the circum-
scription of such clusters, because this would be yielding to the temptation of 
proposing yet another rudimentary philosophy of history. What is, however, 
more important at present is to realize that while the initial determination of 

  28  .   Skinner (1969), 45–46.  

  29  .   Ibid., 37.  
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a given cluster may have, indeed should have, something empirical, pragmatic, 
or even intuitive to it, it is still the case—as I argue in the following section—
that once a cluster  is  determined, the restrictions upon what will count as 
historically true interpretation of the texts taking part in it is given by exact 
principles that have nothing empirical, pragmatic, or intuitive about them. 

 Hence, to summarize, the relevant intellectual context for establishing the 
true historical meaning of a given past philosophical text is circumscribed by 
the totality of other texts contributing to the historically determined contro-
versy to which the text in question is also a contribution, the “controversy” 
being here defi ned as a given cluster of texts that historically “gathers” around 
the text in question and that, as it were, constitute a historical commentary 
on that text. Th is determination will be important since it allows for a prin-
cipled distinction between interpretive perspectives on a given text that are 
contextually internal or external, and thus provides a criterion for what I in 
the following will term  historical immanence .  

  5.   Historical Perspectivism 
 It is a truism among contextually inclined historians of philosophy that the 
philosophies of dead philosophers should be reconstructed “on their own 
terms,” meaning by this that we are bound to misrepresent their views if we 
employ the conceptual categories of contemporary philosophy as an interpre-
tive grid for reading their texts. Gary Hatfi eld, for example, while expounding 
the merits of his “historically oriented philosophical methodology,” invokes 
the importance of “taking past texts seriously on their own terms, seeking to 
understand the problems and projects of past philosophy as they were, instead 
of only seeking a reading that solves a current philosophical problem.”  30   Th e 
view is oft en associated with the fundamental rule of historical reconstruc-
tion stated by Skinner, namely, that “no agent can eventually be said to 
have meant or done something which he could never have been brought to 
accept as a correct description of what he had meant or done.”  31   Hence Rorty 
explains that “when we respect Skinner’s maxim we shall give an account of 
the dead thinker ‘in his own terms,’ ignoring the fact that we should think ill 
of anyone who still used those terms today.”  32   I have some misgivings about 

  30  .   Hatfi eld (2005), 91, 97.  

  31  .   Skinner (1969), 28.  

  32  .   Rorty (1984), 54.  
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Skinner’s formula that I return to later, but I remain sympathetic to its main 
point, which is to stress that “the perpetual danger, in our attempts to enlarge 
our historical understanding, is . . . that our expectation about what someone 
must be saying or doing will themselves determine that we understand the 
agent to be doing something he would not—or even could not—himself have 
accepted as an account of what he  was  doing.”  33   

 Th is said, it is far from clear exactly how we are to go about doing what 
Skinner recommends us to do, i.e., how we shall manage to determine in a pre-
cise fashion and according to certain principles what some agent could possi-
bly have accepted as a correct description of what he meant. In fact, browsing 
through the methodological texts propounding this or similar views, I have 
been struck by the fact that most of them are surprisingly unhelpful on the 
matter, but generally just seem to invoke, explicitly or implicitly, some kind 
of sensitivity to the wording of the texts and to the general contextual frame-
work, both intellectual and non-intellectual.  34   We are also presented with a 
host of good examples that convincingly illustrate how such sensitivity comes 
in handy when reading the texts. An example, however, is no demonstration 
and will not tell us how to acquire the requisite historical sensitivity, what 
exactly it consists in, and how it translates into concrete methodological rules 
to follow in the interpretation of past philosophical texts. 

 Let us take yet another educational visit to the department of cultural 
anthropology. When justifying his contextualist rule, Skinner denounces a 
“conceptual parochialism,” where an observer “may unconsciously misuse his 
vantage-point in describing the  sense  of a given work” and “the danger  . . .  that 
the historian may conceptualize an argument in such a way that its alien ele-
ments are dissolved into an apparent but misleading familiarity.”  35   Th ere is 
nothing coincidental about Skinner’s appeal to the anthropological dichot-
omy of the “alien” and the “familiar” in this formulation. Th at the historian 
of philosophy must account for a past philosophy “on its own terms” conveys 
essentially the same intuition as that of an anti-ethnocentric cultural anthro-
pologist committed to depicting a primitive society without evaluating it 
according to criteria belonging to his own worldview. In this context, anthro-
pologists are particularly aware of the epistemological disaster lurking behind 
the appeal to some unspecifi ed cultural  Einf   ü   hlung  such as Malinowski’s 

  33  .   Skinner (1969), 6.  

  34  .   For a strong version of this approach, see Goldenbaum, this volume.  

  35  .   Ibid., 27.  
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claims that he “acquired ‘the feeling’ for native good and bad manners” or 
“began to feel that [he] was indeed in touch with the natives.”  36   Indeed, aft er 
the publication of Malinowski’s  Diary in the Strict Sense of Term  in 1967, bru-
tally extinguishing whatever romanticism was still left  in the discipline, much 
methodological work in cultural anthropology has consisted in searching for 
a more trustworthy replacement for their forefather’s now tainted cultural 
sensitivity.  37   Th ey realized that they could not do without a clear, meta-episte-
mological criterion allowing determining whether or not they had “accessed” 
a native mind-set, grounded in a concept of what such access even  means.  

 Now, this criterion is not easily satisfi ed, but very easily formulated. As 
Malinowski already put it himself, it is “to grasp the native’s point of view, 
his relation to life, to realize  his  vision of  his  world.”  38   Franz Boas also for-
mulated it when writing in 1943 that “if it is our serious purpose to under-
stand the thoughts of a people, the whole analysis of experience must be 
based on their concepts, not ours.”  39   Th e notion that one should thus describe 
“from the native’s point of view,” later transformed by Geertz into a kind of 
catchphrase,  40   corresponds to a requirement of  cultural immanence  of cor-
rect anthropological interpretation. Th e anthropologists’ attempts to develop 
the adequate tools for such culturally immanent interpretation have been 
prominently displayed in the 1970s for example in the discussions concerning 
so-called  emic  analysis (as opposed to  etic ). Hence, the “emicists” insisted on 
describing cultures according to distinctions formulated within that culture 
itself and undertook, on the basis of a model originally conceived by linguists, 
the construction of a “method of fi nding where something makes a diff erence 
for one’s informants,” as Ward H. Goodenough put it in his  Description and 
Comparison in Cultural Anthropology  from 1970.  41   

 Th is brief visit to the anthropology department equips us with an addi-
tional insight about what it  means  to account for some past philosophy “on 

  36  .   Malinowski (1922), 8.  

  37  .   See Geertz (1983), 56.  

  38  .   Malinowski (1922), 25.  

  39  .   Boas (1943), 314.  

  40  .   Cf. Geertz (1974), reprinted in Geertz (1983), 55–70.  

  41  .   Goodenough (1970), cit. in Olivier de Sardan (1998), 155. Th e distinction between “emic” 
and “etic” is derived from the linguistic distinction between phonetic and phonemic diff er-
ences, i.e., between acoustic diff erences considered signifi cant independently from the lan-
guage user and acoustic diff erences perceived as signifi cant by the language user. Transferring 
the distinction to cultural analysis was fi rst proposed in Pike (1954). Th e distinction emic/etic 
was intensely debated throughout the 1960s and 1970s.  
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its own terms”—an insight that is not captured well at all by the habitual 
reference to Skinner’s rule. Th is insight is that we are fundamentally dealing 
with a  perspectivist  requirement. Developing the meaning of some philosophy 
“on its own terms” simply  means  taking departure from an  internal perspective . 
Th e requirement of understanding past philosophies “on their own terms,” 
or what we can call the requirement of  historically immanent reconstruction , 
implies then that the parameters and guiding principles of the reconstruction 
must have been formulated from  a perspective situated within the historical 
context  of these past philosophies. 

 Importantly, the formulation here determines interpretive perspective as 
“internal” or “external” in terms of a specifi ed  context  rather than the  text itself  
or a  text corpus  associated with the  author . In contrast, another much narrower 
formulation of interpretive immanence would be to maintain that “internal 
perspective” and “immanence” should refer  exclusively  to the author’s authority 
over his own text, so that only interpretations developed by the author himself, 
or which follow principles of interpretation explicitly indicated by the author 
himself, will eventually count as interpretations having a genuine claim on the 
true meaning of the text. Th is is the approach taken by Martial Gueroult when 
he writes that “the study of a philosophical enterprise  . . .  must, when it has 
at its disposal documents that allows for it, take its point of departure in the 
methodological teaching of the author.”  42   Gueroult narrows down the range 
of legitimate interpretive perspectives to include only perspectives expressed in 
texts belonging to the text corpus of the  author . Th is is indeed the fundamental 
axiom of his “structuralist” method. As has been noted oft en enough, however, 
the approach is fatally insensitive to the relation between historical context and 
meaning. Gueroult’s method is incapable, for example, of accommodating the 
intuition that Lambert Van Velthuysen’s elaborate reading of Spinoza’s  Tractatus 
Th eologico-Politicus  in a letter to Jacob Ostens from 1671 has some claim on 
the historical truth about what Spinoza’s treatise  actually meant , simply  because  
Velthuysen was a liberal Dutch philosopher who wrote his assessment within a 
year of the publication of the  Tractatus . If we are to respect this intuition, close 
contexts must be included into the sphere of interpretive immanence. 

 In order, however, to provide a more principled and less intuitive formula-
tion of the point and get a better grasp of how exactly to set up the bound-
aries of contextual immanence, we should return to the notion that a past 
philosophical text is a concrete intervention or contribution to a determined 
past philosophical controversy. From this, one may conclude that the relevant 

  42  .   Gueroult (1962), 172–84.  
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context for the determination of the true historical meaning of a text is lim-
ited to the set of texts that are actual contributions to that same controversy. 
Hence, the criterion of contextual immanence is something one can term  con-
textual agency , which, in short, may be formulated as the idea that only those 
who contribute to the controversy have a word to say in the interpretation of 
the true meaning of the text or texts that the controversy is about. Moreover, 
the determination of a given perspective as contextually internal or external 
turns on the determination of the debate or controversy to which the text was 
considered a contribution  by those involved in the controversy , whether that 
be the author or some other participant in the controversy (as already seen, in 
some cases, the author may even  not  have any such contextual agency—it was 
the case in relation to Toland’s refutation of Wachter’s Spinoza-reading, the 
latter being a “Spinozism without Spinoza.”) 

 Th e importance of the study of controversies for the determination of 
contextual agency has been intuitively grasped in recent scholarship insisting 
on the study of close intellectual contexts. Jonathan Israel, for example, has 
recently stressed the importance of controversies in intellectual history in his 
 Enlightenment Contested .  43   Skinner has also come a long way in formulating 
historical principles of this kind. It is however necessary to signal a signifi cant 
diff erence between historical perspectivism and Skinner’s brand of contextu-
alism. As we have seen, according to Skinner, the historical plausibility of a 
given interpretation of a past philosophical text hinges on the acceptability 
of that text for the author, i.e., whether the interpretation states the mean-
ing of the text in terms that would be recognizable for the author. One must 
thus avoid “crediting a writer with a meaning he could not have intended to 
convey, since that meaning was not available to him.”  44   Contrary to what 
Skinner suggests, however,  acceptability for the author  cannot to my mind 
count as the sole criterion for inclusion of a given interpretation into the con-
stitution of the true historical meaning of a text. Rather, it is the acceptance 
(or actual statement) of an interpretation in the relevant historical context 
that warrants such inclusion. For example, republican reinterpretations of 
Hobbes written in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, such as those by 
Pieter de la Court and Lucius Antistius Constans, have their share in the true 
historical meaning of  De Cive  in the second half of the seventeenth century 
regardless of whether Hobbes was inclined to republicanism or not. In this 

  43  .   See Israel (2006), 23–25.  

  44  .   Skinner (1969), 9; cf. Skinner (1972), 393–408, esp. 406.  
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case, inclusion into the range of contextual immanence is warranted by the 
fact that these interpretations contribute to the same controversy about the 
conditions and limits of Sovereignty prompted by Hobbes’s political texts in 
 seventeenth-century Holland. Whether a given interpretation of past philo-
sophical text should be included as a part of the authentic meaning of that 
text thus is no way hinges on the acceptability of the interpretation from the 
point of view of the author, i.e., of whether this would be an interpretation 
that Hobbes could possibly have endorsed, but exclusively on how the rel-
evant historical controversy has been circumscribed. 

 Granting methodological privilege to contextually internal perspectives 
turns on the conviction that essential information about the true meaning of 
some past philosopher’s text can be obtained by interrogating the interlocu-
tors of that past philosopher. Th ere is, however, more to historical perspectiv-
ism than an intuition about what one should understand by gaining access to 
the true historical meaning of a text. What is at play concerns the very defi -
nition and constitution of such true historical meaning, and is thus closely 
related to the third requirement for an unapologetic historiography of philos-
ophy described earlier in section 2. Hence, according to historical perspectiv-
ism, any reading of a past philosophical text that is not contextually internal 
cannot, because of this very fact and regardless of its content, lay any claim on 
the true historical meaning of that past philosophical text. Any interpreta-
tion making claims about true historical meaning  must  be either explicitly 
grounded in some actually deployed internal perspective or be shown to have 
a direct equivalent in some such perspective. Indeed, the true historical mean-
ing of a past philosophical text should be defi ned as  the sum of actual histori-
cally immanent or contextually internal perspectives on that past philosophical 
text . On this defi nition, the complete historical truth about some utterance 
or set of utterances under investigation—a philosophical statement, passage, 
book, work—may defi ned as the sum of accounts, i.e., perspectives or inter-
pretations, actually developed by the totality of agents moving within the 
contextual fi eld constituted around that utterance or utterances. To state the 
principle somewhat crudely, the “objective” or “complete” account just is 
the sum of subjective accounts given by the agents within that fi eld.  

  6.   Historical Actualism 
 I have argued that the true historical meaning of a past philosophical text must 
be understood in terms of the contextually internal interpretations of that text. 
Now, this could seem to simply reiterate a widespread contextualist insight. 
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For example, fi ft een years ago, in the introduction to their  Cambridge History 
of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy,  Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers present 
this  opus Herculeum  among edited volumes on Early Modern Philosophy as 
conveying “one way, at any rate, in which an educated European of the seven-
teenth century might have organized the domain of philosophy.”  45   Th is refl ects 
an ambition that corresponds to the requirement of contextual immanence. 
Nonetheless, to my mind, Garber and Ayers’s formulation remains problematic 
because it fails to address the question of  which  educated European’s perspective 
they adopt. Th e internal perspective from which they aim at contemplating the 
terrain is that of some unspecifi ed, generic seventeenth-century intellectual, 
whose equally generic level of information and sensitivity are then taken as a 
parameter for understanding the actual structure of the intellectual landscape 
under scrutiny. Th e problem, of course, is that no such generic intellectual 
ever existed, and that the very construction of such an abstract fi gure inevi-
tably imports quite a bit of externality into a vantage point the main virtue of 
which was exactly to be internal. Moreover, it is epistemologically problematic 
to think that an actual and concrete historical meaning should have its unique 
source in a perspective that is non-actual and abstract. For this reason, histori-
cal perspectivism requires that the internal perspective adopted be  identifi able , 
 specifi c,  and  actual . In short, one must know  whose  perspective one assumes, i.e., 
be able to put a  name  on it (and, in some cases, even a  date ). Th is requirement is 
what I formulate in terms of a commitment to  historical actualism . 

 I here fi nally arrive at the role that historical perspectivism reserves for past 
 philosophers , i.e., the role that one should assign to past authors and readers 
in the constitution of the true historical meaning of past philosophical texts. 
Th ey provide subjective perspectives, and these perspectives taken together 
make up the complex true historical meaning about the text. Th ese actual and 
concrete subjective perspectives of various intellectuals cannot and should 
not be reduced to a generic but non-actual and abstract “seventeenth-century 
philosopher” of the kind evoked by Ayers and Garber. Indeed, I believe the 
true historical meaning of past philosophical texts is irreducibly “thick,” as it 
were, i.e., constituted by a multitude of perspectives that in the vast majority 
of cases do  not  converge toward a single unifi ed interpretation. It comprises 
interpretations that are sometimes contradictory and incompatible, but also 
sometimes converging and mutually supportive. Moreover, it is constituted 
by historical meanings the truth of which does not reach further than the 

  45  .   Garber and Ayers (1998), 4; Garber (2001), 236–38.  
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specifi c controversy to which the text is considered a contribution, i.e., it is 
constituted only internally among contextual agents and has no direct truth 
value outside this specifi c sphere of contextual agency. It would not occur to 
an anthropologist to ask whether the true meaning of, say, the belief system 
of the tribe of pygmies he describes is the true meaning of that belief system 
for anyone else than those pygmies. Similarly, for the historian of philosophy, 
the true historical meaning of, say, Malebranche’s doctrine of vision in God 
in the controversy between Arnauld, Malebranche, and Leibniz is nothing 
but the sum of perspectives on the doctrine of vision in God actually devel-
oped by Arnauld, Malebranche, and Leibniz. 

 When studying a past historical text, then, one must fi rst identify the his-
torical debates to which the text under scrutiny contributes in order to deter-
mine the range of the historically immanent context. Next, one must pick out 
from within this context one or several internal perspectives on the text and 
reconstruct the interpretations deployed from this or these specifi c perspec-
tives, each of them representing their part or aspect of the full historical mean-
ing about the text. Th e historian himself here has a role to play in the choice 
of internal perspectives that he will privilege, since clearly, in most cases, he 
will not be able to reconstruct all perspectives actually deployed and, in some 
cases, must even limit his account to  one  such perspective, thus narrowing his 
ambition down to reconstructing only one aspect or specifi c part of the his-
torical truth about a past philosophical text or cluster of texts.

For the historian of philosophy, thus picking out a specifi c internal perspec-
tive resembles in important respects the anthropologist’s fi eld practice of pick-
ing out a “key informant.” Understandably—and I apologize in advance to the 
anthropologists for the caricature—a cultural anthropologist messing about 
in some village trying to fi gure out what the natives are up to would rather 
have as his key informant the local witch doctor than the village idiot, regard-
less of the many and varied practical and theoretical problems that may also 
arise from taking this approach.  46   Th e choice of key informants follows fairly 
pragmatic criteria relating to the role of the candidate in the community, his 
knowledge, willingness, and ability to communicate. Similarly, the historian of 
philosophy working on Descartes’s texts might want to privilege the sophisti-
cated and methodologically thought-out perspectives on the Cartesian philos-
ophy worked out by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz or Pierre-Daniel Huet rather 
than go ask, say, Jean-Baptiste Morin about his thoughts on the topic. Th is, of 

  46  .   See Tremblay (1991), 98–106.  
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course, does not mean that Morin does not have his say in the constitution of 
the true historical meaning of Descartes’s texts, or that studying Morin’s texts 
may not yield interesting results. Morin is representative of a broadly accepted 
position among minor seventeenth-century philosophers. So whereas studying 
Descartes from Morin’s perspective may not get us very deep into Descartes’s 
text, the “Morin perspective” still has some claim on the true historical mean-
ing of Descartes’s work in that his interpretation resonates with a multitude 
of other “minor” interpretations in the period. Moreover, studying Morin’s 
perspective can help the historian of philosophy in establishing a sort of con-
textual baseline for the study of the other more interesting and comprehensive 
stories about Descartes’s philosophical texts he is likely to get out of Leibniz or 
Huet. Picking out informants and ranking them, however, does remain largely 
dependent on what aspect of the true historical meaning one is looking for. 
Working out the details of such qualitative “ranking” of internal perspectives 
in terms of their importance and weight is a complex matter and cannot be 
worked out within the scope of this paper. In this context, I simply wanted to 
point to  the necessity of picking one , and of picking one that is both  identifi able  
(i.e., associated with a name) and  actual  (i.e., actually deployed). 

 Th e requirement that the internal perspectives adopted be both iden-
tifi able and actual leads me fi nally to formulate an important diff erence to 
Skinner’s brand of contextualist history, namely, that it is committed to  his-
torical actualism . If we look closely at Skinner’s rule—i.e., that we should 
never attribute to an author something which he could never have been 
brought to accept as a correct description of what he had meant or done—it 
is clear that the hypothetical “could have” formally allows for the inclusion 
within the scope of historical interpretation of past utterances meanings that 
were in fact never actually put forward, neither by the author himself nor by 
intellectual interlocutors in the immediate context. Skinner’s approach thus 
leaves the domain of historical truth wide open to a broad fi eld of acceptable 
but essentially hypothetical interpretations. Th us, according to Skinner:

   . . .  the appropriate methodology for the history of ideas must be con-
cerned, fi rst of all,  to delineate the whole range of communications which 
could have been conventionally performed on the given occasion by the 
utterance of a given utterance , and, next, to trace the relations between 
the given utterance and this wider  linguistic  context as a means of 
decoding the actual intention of the given writer.  47     

  47  .   Skinner (1969), 48; my italics; cf. Skinner (1972), 406.  
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 I fi nd the italicized bit of this passage very problematic. First, clearly, one can-
not convincingly include all historically acceptable but merely hypothetical 
interpretations in the constitution of true historical meaning. No hypotheti-
cal claim about the past can be  formally  included in the notion of what was 
actually the case, which arguably is the sole object of historical study. In that 
respect, I accept Leopold Ranke’s famous conception of historical truth in 
 Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen V   ö   lker  from 1824 as the recon-
struction of “how it actually [ eigenlich ] was.” Skinner does, of course, also 
acknowledge this when insisting on eventually “decoding the  actual  inten-
tion of the writer.” But I fail to see how, in principle, his method can achieve 
this. By “delineating the whole range of communications which could have 
been conventionally performed” we exclude a number of contextually or 
historically  impossible  interpretations, e.g., that Marsilius of Padua meant to 
contribute to a discussion about the separation of powers in  Defensor pacis .  48   
Certainly, it is an important step toward historically correct interpretations 
to have determined which interpretations  can  be true. But from there on, 
we are left  with very little in terms of help in picking out the interpretation 
corresponding to the  actual  intention among the remaining possible, i.e., 
acceptable, interpretations. And I simply do not see how “tracing the rela-
tions to a wider linguistic context” will ever help us in achieving this task, 
exactly because doing so only amounts to placing the utterance within a gen-
eral framework of (linguistically) possible signifi cations, without in any way 
narrowing down the available possible options to a particular, actual one. In 
principle, then, Skinner’s method abandons true historical meaning to the 
hypothetical space delineated by the reference to what the “author could have 
been brought to accept.” However, the domain of meaning occupied by “true 
historical meaning” is not and cannot be a logical or hypothetical one. It is 
by defi nition actual (otherwise it would not be “historical”). We thus require 
a fi rmer procedure allowing us to move from the hypothetical space of the 
merely acceptable to that which was indeed accepted. 

 For this reason, the defi nition of true historical meaning of texts that I 
have provided earlier does not leave room for any such  merely possible  perspec-
tives, i.e., it does not include perspectives on those texts that  could have  been 
internally formulated but which were in fact  not  formulated. Th is puts some 
important restrictions on what can count as a legitimate interpretation in the 
history of philosophy and rules out a series of hypothetical methodological 
procedures that otherwise present themselves as a temptation. One can, in 

  48  .   See Skinner (1969), 8.  
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