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David M. Rosenthal 

PHILOSOPHY AND ITS HISTORY 

I t is widely recognized that the history of philosophy is strikingly impor
tant to the field of philosophy. The history of philosophy virtually al

ways plays a role in philosophical training, and frequently figures quite 
prominently in it. Moreover, many whose intellectual interests are pri
marily philosophical devote themselves to studying the history of philos
ophy. And philosophical issues whose point is not at all historical are of
ten cast in terms of discussions drawn from the history of philosophy. 

Though it is indisputable that the history of philosophy is important 
to philosophy, it is far less clear why that should be so. The difficulty is 
that it is also generally agreed that philosophy is fundamentally a search 
for solutions to particular problems. Philosophical activity is not re
stricted just to the solving of problems, but the attempt to solve a certain 
range of problems is that main mark that distinguishes philosophical 
work from other forms of intellectual activity. Just what problems fall 
within this range is not easy to specify in a way that is at once accurate and 
informative. But we recognize such problems fairly readily, partly by way 
of family resemblances, and partly because philosophical problems usu
ally involve relatively abstract issues that other, more easily defined disci
plines typically ignore. 

Most philosophers today operate with roughly this conception of their 
field. This is evident both in their actual work and in the judgments they 
make about its success and failure. Indeed, this view of philosophy has 
dominated the writings of virtually all those past authors whose work we 
regard as paradigmatically philosophical. 

It typically goes unnoticed, however, that this conception of philoso
phy is uncommonly hard to square with the strong and abiding interest 
philosophers have in the history of their field. The views of past philoso
phers may sometimes be helpful in current efforts to solve philosophical 
problems, by suggesting strategies for solving them or by pointing up pit-
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falls and fallacies to avoid. But such benefits hardly seem proportionate to 
the central importance to philosophy of its own history. Why, if philoso
phy is mainly the solving of problems, would the history of such efforts be 
a well-established part of the field, and such a central part of philosophi
cal training? Why wouldn't past successes simply be seen as part of our 
current philosophical knowledge, rather than as a reason to study the past 
works themselves? Why, moreover, do so many with distinctively philo
sophical interests study those past works, rather than devote themselves 
directly to the problems that define the field? Indeed, why should the his
tory of philosophy be studied, as it is, almost exclusively by those whose 
training and interests are philosophical, rather than historical? Satisfac
tory answers to these quandaries are not readily forthcoming if philoso
phy is essentially a problem-solving activity. 

One response to this difficulty would be to contest the apparent data 
that seem to lead to it. Thus one might insist that, despite appearances, 
the history of philosophy is not actually all that important to philosophi
cal work. Or one might, instead, deny that philosophy is a discipline 
whose main goal is to solve problems. Both the problem-solving concep
tion of philosophy and the importance of its history seem wen· estab
lished. But perhaps a coherent view demands that we deny one or the 
other. 

There is another, more elaborate way in which emphasizing the history 
of philosophy can lead to doubts about the problem-solving paradigm. 
Historicists from R. G. Collingwood to Alasdair Macintyre have force
fully urged that philosophical problems arise in particular intellectual 
contexts, which give those problems whatever point they have. If one 
presses hard on the idea that philosophical problems are in this way crea
tures of their historical contexts, such problems may no longer seem to 
have any independent standing as serious intellectual concerns. The prob
lem-solving paradigm would come to seem like just a self-serving piece of 
mythology philosophers promulgate in order to keep their field alive. 
Such uncompromising historicism can thus undermine the idea that the 
real goal of philosophy is to solve problems. It is roughly this challenge to 
the traditional conception of philosophy that Richard Rorty has devel
oped, most impressively in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, but also 
in Consequences of Pragmatism and other recent writings. 1 

My principal goal in what follows is to explain the importance to phi
losophy of its history, given that philosophy is at bottom a problem-solv
ing discipline. Before taking up that task, however, I confront the chal
lenge to the problem-solving picture posed by extreme historicism of the 
sort Rorty advances. In section I, I set out Rorty"s historicist argument 
against the view that philosophy is devoted to the solving of problems. I 
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then show in section II that such historicism does not undermine the 
problem-solving picture of philosophy, and that Rorty's historicism and 
the alternative picture he gives of philosophy rely on a double standard 
that affects his historicist accounts. In section III, then, I tum to the gen
eral significance to philosophy of its history. And I take up the usual ex
planations of the importance to philosophy of its history, and argue that 
they are inadequate. In section IV I conclude by arguing that the history 
of philosophy has special importance to philosophy becaus~ under.stan.d
ing philosophical views and arriving at the truth ab~ut philosophi~a~ is
sues necessarily go hand in hand. The history of philosophy has disti~c
tively philosophical importance because we must confront, and thi~k 
through, philosophical issues in order to interpr~t any o~her pe~s?n's phil
osophical position, and thus to interpret any philosophical position from 
the past. 

I. RORTY'S ELIMINATIVIST HISTORICISM 

It is sometimes held that philosophy is defined by a set of distinctive prob
lems that are eternal and perennial. Such problems would inevitably com
mand the attention of philosophers in every era, unless and until they are 
decisively solved. As Rorty notes, this viei" is widely p~esu~posed .in 
standard texts on the history of philosophy. Rorty sees this kmd of his
tory as reflecting the idea, dominant in such ~ex~s,. "that 'phil?sophy' is 
the name of a natural kind-the name of a disc1plme which, m all ages 
and places, has managed to dig down to the same deep fundamental ques-
tions" (p. 63). . . 

But such standard texts are not the main source of the idea that philos
ophy addresses perennial problems. Rather, that ide~ deriv~s its for~e 
principally from the way phil~sophers themselves typ1c~lly discuss the.ir 
philosophical predecessors. It is natural to represent ones pr~decessors m 
terms of the issues that animate one's own work and dommate current 
discussion. So previous philosophers come across as having posed and 
addressed the very problems that are central to those current debates. 

This way with our predecessors is hardly peculiar to the present day. 
Kant and Aristotle gave such accounts of their philosophical forebears, 
accounts that were so impressive, systematic, and illuminating that they 
have served as models for successive generations. Even Hegel, who notori
ously saw philosophical thought as having ~ystemati~ally ev?lved, tacitly 
read current issues into the past. For he depicted previous philosophers as 
having posed questions whose true meaning we can grasp only in terms of 
the subsequent problems. Earlier problems are, in effect, dialectically in-
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complete versions of the truer questions that Hegel himself addressed, 
and can be fully and correctly understood only in terms of them. I argue in 
later sections that this way of representing one's predecessors is both natu
ral and fruitful, and indeed to a great extent inevitable. But whatever the 
case about that, so describing one's intellectual ancestors plainly fosters 
the impression that they shared with us a concern with problems that are 
perennial. 

But we should be cautious about what we conclude from this practice 
of representing past philosophers as having addressed problems of cur
rent concern. That practice may more reflect the way we represent others' 
views than any eternal character of the problems addressed. Moreover, 
there are compelling reasons to reject the idea of perennial philosophical 
problems. The problems philosophers in different eras address typically 
resemble one another in many ways, but they are seldom exactly the same. 
As many from Dewey to Rorty have urged, these problems arise in the 
context of particular intellectual and social situations, and at various 
stages in the acquisition of relevant knowledge. These contexts are crucial 
for understanding the intellectual hold the philosophical problems of the 
day exert on us; to that extent, these contexts partly define just what those 
problems are. To view problems apart from context inevitably results in 
distortion. This distortion is often evident in the accounts philosophers 
give of their predecessors. It is most dramatic when contemporaneous ac
counts of previous philosophers diverge in ways that reflect philosophical 
differences between those giving the accounts. 

To this extent, it is quite plausible to adopt a historicist view about 
philosophical problems. Indeed, even within a particular era, problems 
may be less similar than they appear at first sight, in part because of diver
gence of relevant intellectual context. But this much historicism in no way 
threatens the problem-solving paradigm of philosophy. Indeed, it would 
be surprising, on that view of philosophical activity, if the problems did 
not shift and evolve. Efforts to solve problems will presumably sometimes 
yield definite results-occasionally decisive solutions, perhaps more often 
refinements in formulations and clarifications of presuppositions. When 
such progress occurs, however modestly, the problems we address will 
change. If, with Russell, we see philosophical problems as truly perennial, 
we shall have to deny, as he was led to, that such problems are susceptible 
to any sort of solution at all. 3 

If philosophical problems are motivated in part by concerns specific to 
the intellectual or social context in which they arise, a shift in context will 
very likely induce a corresponding shift in the problems addressed. This 
change might occur even when the earlier problems are not thought to 
have been satisfactorily solved. When concerns that led us to pose certain 
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questions no longer capture our attention, the problems themselves will 
come to seem artificial and unmotivated. If those problems continue to 
receive attention, debates about competing solutions will seem pointless 
and idle, and the proposed solutions mere intellectual exercises. Such 
philosophical work will no longer reflect our desire to learn something 
new or deepen our understanding of things. 

It is Rorty's contention that exactly this situation obtains today. The 
problems about mind, knowledge, and meaning that have dominated, and 
even defined modern philosophy derive, he argues, from seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century concerns that no longer have any hold on us. Philo
sophical discussion about these topics now have that artifactual air typi
cal of attempts to solve pointless problems. Rather than continue to emu
late the efforts of past thinkers to find satisfactory solutions, Rorty 
concludes we should simply stop addressing those problems at all. Parts 
One and Two of PMN advance this view in detail. 

If Rorty is right that the problems central to modern philosophy have 
become idle, we might expect those problems eventually to be reformu
lated, or even replaced by new questions that better reflect the concerns of 
the day. Such shifts have occurred before, and it is natural to suppose that 
occasionally they will again. 

It is here, however, that Rorty's historicism is most radical. If one no
tices that the scholasticisms of one period repeatedly give way to problems 
newly formulated by a later generation, one may eventually come to see all 
such problems as transitory cultural phenomena, and thus question the 
value of trying to solve them. And if philosophical concerns pass only 
when problems come to seem pointless, and not because we find convinc
ing solutions, one may well doubt whether such solutions are possible. 
Accordingly, Rorty sees the passing of today's outmoded problems as lead
ing not to new, livelier ones, but to the end of philosophy, conceived of as a 
problem-solving discipline. His eliminativist exhortations extend beyond 
the present concerns of philosophy to the problem-solving picture of phi
losophy itself. Two eliminativist paths are possible. We can come to think 
of philosophy in non-problem-solving terms, as he recommends in Part 
Three of PMN or, equivalently, we can abandon philosophy altogether 
and enter a "post-Philosophical culture", as he foresees in Consequences 
of Pragmatism (xxxvii-xliv). Like Marx, Rorty hopes that by becoming 
aware of the pattern that has so far governed our passage from one histori
cal stage to the next, we shall at last become able to break free of that 
pattern.4 

Its revolutionary aims notwithstanding, Rorty's historicist stance has 
a fair measure of intuitive appeal. Philosophers disagree dramatically 
about central issues. Despite the central role of reasoning in philosophical 
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activity, these disagreements are rarely resolved by rational argument. In
deed, it is striking how seldom argument leads anybody actually to change 
sides in a debate. Disagreements that seem impervious to argument occur 
in all fields when issues of overarching theoretical significance arise. But 
such disagreements seem virtually epidemic in philosophy. It is hard to 
imagine how we could make sense of "those astounding differences of 
philosophic belief that'', as John Dewey noted, often "startle the beginner 
and become the plaything of the expert". 5 Such disagreements, moreover, 
occur at all levels of abstraction, leaving little common ground for dispu
tants to fall bac~ on. These considerations make it inviting to hold, with 
Rorty, that the issues themselves must be pointless and idle. Describing 
the issues historically heightens that intuition. To see an issue as a part of 
our ~istorical past is, to some extent, automatically to see it as lacking 
genume current concern.6 

But such general considerations are by themselves hardly compelling. 
Philosophical discussions add little to our knowledge or understanding if 
we measure such progress by whether the adherents of one position are 
converted to another. But from the perspective of a particular school, 
whose members adhere to a position that remains reasonably stable, such 
discussions often lead to substantial advances in our command over the 
relevant issues. Nor is philosophy unlike other fields in this respect. Rival 
research programs typically seem relatively sterile to one another, no mat
ter what the field. The ability to represent an issue as merely historical, 
moreover, is hardly a reliable guide to its cognitive status. Historicizing an 
issue that still arouses active concern is little more than an oblique way of 
wishing it didn't. 

But Rorty does not rest his case on such considerations. Rather, he 
devotes much of PMN to extended accounts of contemporary philosophi
cal discussions of mind, knowledge, and language, and the historical 
backgrounds that led to them, in order to show that the issues these dis
cussions turn on are, after all, idle. It will suffice to consider his treatment . , 
m Part One, of the mind-body problem, since the other two cases follow 
the same pattern of argument. 

II. THE SELF-DEFEATING DOUBLE STANDARD 

On Rorty's account, we can understand the modern mind-body problem 
onl~ if we see that there are at least two ways of talking about things on 
wh~ch no s_uch problem arises. One involves the concept of mind Rorty 
believes we had before Descartes. Prior to Descartes, Rorty holds, 'mind' 
meant pretty much the same as 'reason'. On this conception, the modern 
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mind-body problem cannot get going, since that problem rests on puzzles 
about consciousness, incorrigibility, and transparency, and these puzzles 
do not arise in connection with reasoning. This pre-Cartesian conception 
of mind gave rise instead to the Aristotelian problem of how concrete 
bodily creatures can grasp universals (38-51 ). Descartes, however, led us 
to apply 'mental' to perceiving and feeling, as well as reasoning. But the 
only thing these three have in common is that we know about them incor
rigibly (47-63). We thus came to think of the mind as that with respect to 
which "there is no distinction between appearance and reality", whereas 
for everything nonmental how something appears can diverge from how it 
really is (55). According to Rorty, we owe the modern mind-body problem 
to a decision by Descartes to use the word 'mental' in this new, extended 
way. 7 

The other way of talking that avoids the modern mind-body problem 
is that of the mythical Antipodeans Rorty describes, who operate not with 
a concept of mind different from ours, but with no such concept at all 
(72). Rorty argues, on the whole quite persuasively, that the Antipodeans 
can describe and explain things just as well as we can. They seem to di
verge from us only in being unable to grasp the mind-body problem that 
Terran explorers try to explain to them. 

If that mind-body problem derives just from Descartes's innovative 
application of the term 'mental', Rorty is right to see that problem as arti
factual. And if the Antipodeans' only conceptual shortcoming is their in
ability to enter into our mind-body debates, we will be right to regard 
those debates with suspicion. 

There are many places in Rorty's historical account that are open to 
scholarly challenge. Indeed, he explicitly concedes as much (e.g., p. 51, fa 
21 and p. 53, fn. 23). But his principal aim is to historicize the main prob
lems of modern philosophy-to see them as creatures of a particular cul
tural development rather than as independent intellectual quandaries. 
For this purpose, scholarly accuracy is arguably less important than a 
measure of general plausibility. 

But even given his historicist aims, Rorty's story often lacks plausibil
ity. As he insists, pre-Cartesians had relatively little interest in the mind
body problem as we know it. But interest did not arise because of any 
redefinition of our concepts. However pre-Cartesians may have used such 
terms as nous and 'mens', they plainly often grouped thinking and per
ceiving together. Indeed, Aristotle himself insists that thinking and rea
soning actually involve perceptual imagination (e.g., de Anima III 7 
431b2 and III 8 432a5-14), a view which before Descartes was widely 
endorsed. And despite his broad sense of psuche, he connects no other 
faculties in this strong way. 
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Moreover, there is a more widely accepted and more convincing ac
count of how the mind-body problem came to exert its hold on us. Post
Galilean science aims at explanation by means of laws expressed with 
mathematical precision. Such laws are thought to provide the key to un
derstanding the nature of the physical reality thus explained. Since the 
quality of colors and sounds intuitively resist such treatment, we ordinar
ily explain those qualities as actually mental qualities caused by physical 
processes that are themselves describable in mathematical terms. Once 
relocated in the mind, such qualities no longer threaten the sovereignty of 
mathematically formulated laws in the physical realm. Thinking too 
seems to defy description in terms of mathematically precise laws. 8 Be
cause thinking and perceiving thus resist inclusion within modern mathe
matical physics, how these phenomena fit with the rest of nature automat
ically becomes starkly problematic. 9 

This explanation undermines Rorty's suggestion that the mind-body 
problem arose from a relatively arbitrary terminological innovation, 
rather than from well-motivated intellectual concerns. Moreover, these 
concerns continue to be pressing today. A reduction of all natural phe
non:iena to those of mathematical physics seems even more likely today 
than it did in the seventeenth century, but the brute qualitative character 
of color and sound seems as unyielding as ever to such treatment. Perhaps 
that is why physicists and neurologists often regard the mind-body prob
lem as far more intractable than philosophers. 10 

On Rorty's account, Descartes so redescribed things that thought and 
perception came to be seen as at bottom the same kind of phenomenon. 
The reclassification was, according to Rorty, so novel and so unnatural 
that it called for some special explanation. Only the incorrigibility both 
phenomena putatively share would do, and that came to define the new 
concept of mind. The mind-body problem is basically the problem of how 
states that are incorrigibly known can fit with the rest of nature. The Anti
podeans believe nothing is known incorrigibly, and that is why they lack 
any concept of mind. On this story, the mind-body problem is of course 
pointless. How can one take seriously a puzzle that turns solely on an 
avoidable reclassification of things or an arbitrary definition of terms? 

On theories of mind inspired by Descartes, mental states are incor
rigibly known, and nothing else is. But it hardly follows, even on those 
theories, that the mental is by definition incorrigible. There is considera
ble controversy about whether mind is incorrigibly known at all, and if so, 
what that incorrigibility amounts to. If it were definitionally incorrigible, 
such controversy would be literally incoherent. Cartesians and their oppo
nents differ here about the correct theory of mind, riot about their defini
tions of 'mental'. Nor can Rorty's historicism make it plausible to define 
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mind in terms of incorrigibility. How we explain our classifying thought 
and perception together hinges on the position we take about the mind
body problem. 11 

Part of what leads Rorty to see incorrigibility as defining the mind
body problem is a peculiar asymmetry about the solutions people put 
forth. If one follows Descartes about the incorrigibility of the mental, 
mind will be a singularity in nature, and its relation to the rest of reality 
will be problematic. By contrast, if one denies incorrigibility, there may 
seem to be no problem about the mind-body relation. So it may be tempt
ing to insist that the mind-body problem arises only on the assumption 
that mental states.are actually incorrigible. 

If so, nobody could rationally hope to solve the mind-body problem. 
Because they deny incorrigibility, materialists reject a presupposition of 
the problem itself. Cartesians capture the presupposition, but by doing so 
definitionally assign the mind an irretrievably problematic status. On this 
picture, the mind-body problem is plainly idle and spurious. 

But this line of reasoning conflates what it is for us to have a problem 
with what it is for something to be problematic. The mind-body problem 
is the problem of explaining how the mental fits in with nonmental reality. 
All this problem presupposes is a tenable distinction between what is 
mental and what is not, and that we have not yet satisfactorily articulated 
the relations between them. That problem may very well exist regardless 
of whether the relation between the two turns out to be problematic. Prob
lems exist relative to our state of knowledge; their existence implies only 
that we have more to learn, not that the relevant phenomena are them- -
selves somehow problematic. Accordingly, the mind-body problem in no 
way presupposes that mind is incorrigible. 

The Cartesian theory of mind has dominated philosophical discussion 
since the seventeenth century. And Rorty sensibly insists that any distinc
tion between conceptual and factual components of what we say will inev
itably be arbitrary (e.g., 169). So perhaps he is entitled to redescribe cer
tain central claims of our dominant theory as though they are features of 
our very concept of mind. Insofar as we define mind in terms of the Carte
sian theory, the mind-body problem will indeed presuppose incorrigibil
ity. We thus end up construing the mind-body problem in terms of the 
dominant theory advanced to solve that problem, in effect understanding, 
as Collingwood urged we must, the problem in terms of the solution given 
it.12 

Redescribing theoretical doctrines as conceptual connections is innoc
uous as long as we treat the two types of description as interchangeable. 13 

So Rorty's claim that the mind-body problem presupposes incorrigibility 
is unobjectionable if all it means is that our dominant theory asserts such 
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incorrigibility. But having traded theory in for concept, Rorty goes on to 
avail himself of the putative privileged character of conceptual connec
tions. Rorty sees the Antipodean denial of incorrigibility as indicating 
that they have no concept of mind. But if all it meant to say that mind is 
definitionally incorrigible is that the dominant philosophical theory says 
it is, the Antipodean denial must count as a coherent alternative solution 
to the mind-body problem, rather than an avoidance or rejection of it. We 
have no more reason to think the Antipodeans lack a concept of mind 
because they regard nothing as incorrigibly reportable than that we now 
lack a concept of species because we no longer believe that biological 
kinds are immutable. 

This point emerges especially vividly in connection with W. V. Quine's 
well-known remarks about prelogical peoples. Suppose we translated a 
language in such a way that some sentences that native speakers generally 
assent to got rendered as simple, explicit contradictions, say, of the form 
'p & -p'. This, Quine convincingly argues, would count overwhelmingly 
against the correctness of that translation. What evidence could ever con
vince us to accept this absurd result? "(P]re-logicality," Quine concludes, 
"is a trait injected by bad translators." 14 

Rorty's Antipodean story invites much the same challenge. The Anti
podeans' conceptual resources largely match ours. Indeed, they describe 
their own behavior and ours along pretty much the same lines we our
selves would use. They diverge from us, Rorty holds, only in denying that 
reports of anything are every incorrigible. Rorty believes this denial shows 
they lack a concept of mind. Why doesn't that conclusion simply show 
that Rorty has mistranslated his own Antipodeans? What evidence could 
a translator confronting such people invoke that would sustain this 
strange consequence? Is it even intelligible to us that a people should de
scribe their own behavior much as we do, but lack any concept of mind? 
Rorty's description rests on his having transformed the Cartesian doctrine 
that mental events. are incorrigibly reportable into a conceptual truth. 
This transformation is not only gratuitous; it is unmotivated relative to 
the task of accurately translating the Antipodeans' remarks into our 
terms. It thus closes off the natural way of understanding them: they count 
as mental just those things which we do, but deny the Cartesian theory 
that reports of them are incorrigible. 

Rorty contends we cannot correctly so describe the Antipodeans. 
Rather, we must resist attributing to them any philosophical view what
ever, even materialism in its eliminativist form ( 118-19; cf. 114-25). If 
we ever became like the Antipodeans-if, that is, "we could ever just drop 
the whole cluster of images which Antipodeans do not share with us," that 
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would not entitle us "to infer that [materialism] had triumphed ... " 
(123). 

Rorty's reason for this is that he believes materialism cannot triumph, 
since 'mental' and 'physical' are incompatible terms (121). This pro
nouncement about 'mental' and 'physical' is surprising, since Rorty has at 
that point just repudiated the essentialism about "the terms 'sensation', 
'mental', and the like", which he concedes underlay his own earlier argu
ments against standard materialism ( 120, fn. 24 ). But in any case 'mental' 
and 'physical' are not incompatible. Rather, we contrast the mental with 
the physical because we use 'physical' idiomatically as a variable term of 
contrast. The physical is, depending on context, whatever is not mental, 
or not distinctively chemical, or not living. We contrast physical versions 
of things with computer simulations, even though, considered on their 
own, these very simulations are of course paradigmatically physi_cal.. In 
each case, 'physical' applies to phenomena at lower levels of orgamzat10n 
than the one we are focusing on. The mental-physical contrast seems to 
have special significance only because no well-defined level of organiza
tion exists higher than the mental. 15 But this use of 'physical' to mark 
contrasts in no case implies anything about the nature of the phenomena 
under consideration. 16 

Rorty's double standard on these issues emerges even more clearly in 
connection with his discussion of incommensurability, which is central to 
the historicist picture he advances. Rorty sees intellectual revolutions of 
the sort Descartes provoked as giving rise to discussions incommensura
ble with those of the previous era. Pre-Cartesian views are not commensu
rable with our own, nor are ours with the Antipodeans'. Similarly, today's 
philosophical work would be incommensurable with intellectual activity 
in the "post-Philosophical culture" Rorty envisages (365-73). 

Rorty borrows much here from the well-known work of Thomas ~· 
Kuhn. 17 But Rorty insists it is a mistake to follow Kuhn and others m 
construing incommensurability as a matter of whether the discussions 
under consideration are mutually translatable. For he endorses Donald 
Davidson's convincing critique of the notion of alternative conceptual 
schemes (259-73). As Davidson argues, we can make sense of somebody's 
having a particular conceptual scheme at all only to the extent to which 
we can render that scheme within our own. But a scheme translatable into 
our terms cannot qualify as an alternative to our scheme. 18 

Because of these difficulties about the notion ofalternative conceptual 
schemes, Rorty transforms incommensurability from a thesis ab~ut 
meanings of terms into a thesis about people's beliefs. "To say that parties 
to a controversy 'use terms in different ways'," he writes, "seems to me an 
unenlightening way of describing the fact that they cannot find a way of 
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agreeing on what would settle the issue" ( 316, fn. l ). Rather, we should say 
discussions are commensurable if they can "be brought under a set of 
rules which would tell us how rational agreement can be reached on what 
would settle the issue on every point where statements seem to conflict" 
(316). 

But, as already indicated, when Rorty describes actual cases of incom
mensurability, he reverts to meanings of terms. Descartes brought about 
an intellectual revolution "by verbal maneuvers which reshuffled the deck 
slightly" (58). And, in general, ••no [intellectual] can succeed which em
ploys a vocabulary commensurable with the old, and thus none can suc
ceed by employing arguments which make unequivocal use of terms 
shared with the traditional wisdom" ( 58, fn. 28). Moreover, just as equiv
ocal terminology affects the interface between pre- and post-Cartesian 
discourse, issues of translatability separate us from Rorty's Antipodeans. 
The reason they have difficulty grasping our mind-body problem is that 
"they had so much trouble translating the [Terran] background reading 
necessary to appreciate the problem" (73). 

It is not surprising that Rorty falls back on meanings of terms to de
scribe cases of incommensurability. If incommensurability were just the 
inability of disputants to agree on rational means for settling their differ
ences, it would not be a rare occurrence characteristic of intellectual revo
lutions but a constant fact of intellectual life. Rorty adapts Kuhn's distinc
tion between normal and abnormal science in an effort to sustain the 
connection between incommensurability, so construed, and intellectual 
revolutions. 

[N]ormal discourse is that which is conducted within an agreed-upon set of 
conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what counts as an
swering a question, what counts as having a good argument for that answer or 
a good criticism of it. Abnormal discourse is what happens when someone 
joins in the discourse who is ignorant of these conventions or who sets them 
aside (320). 

So understood, however, normal discourse is hardly typical of intellectual 
exchanges within a particular period. Rather, it occurs only between those 
who hold essentially similar views. Discourse between contemporary 
Cartesians and materialists is affected by this kind of incommensurability 
no less than discourse between pre- and post-Cartesians or between the 
Antipodeans and us. Incommensurability so construed is simply the com
monplace noted above that the arguments of opponents seldom lead phi
losophers to change their minds. 

For Rorty's historicist picture to have any force, the break between pre
and post-Cartesians and between the Antipodeans and ourselves must be 
substantially greater than the distance that separates contemporaries with 
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opposing views. This is highly implausible if we measure these distances 
by reference to the beliefs held by each group; contemporary philosophers 
often disagree just as heartily as do those on different sides of intellectual 
revolutions. These revolutions will seem special only if described in terms 
of translatability or equivocal terminology. Once again Rorty's argument 
trades on seeing things in terms of meanings rather than beliefs. 

If we cannot make clear sense of the idea that Qthers differ from us 
conceptually, 19 historicist contrasts will be hard to sustain. All disagree
ment will then be just a matter of divergent beliefs. What divides us from 
our contemporaries will be the same sort of thing as what divides us from 
our predecessors. Even more important, we shall have to construe others, 
of whatever era, in the terms we use to formulate our own beliefs. It is thus 
unavoidable that we treat our differences with our intellectual ancestors in 
just the way we treat contemporary disagreements. 

Rorty's avowed goal is to get us to stop trying to solve philosophical 
problems. But it is difficult to make clear sense of this goal in a way that 
retains its radical air, and also keeps it from collapsing into the traditional 
aims of philosophical activity. Philosophers typically propound solutions 
to problems. And nobody continues to work on problems they believe 
have been solved. So we might try to make sense of Rorty's radical pro
gram by noting that he, unlike traditional thinkers, wants us to put these 
problems behind us not because we think we have solved them, but simply 
because we have lost interest in them. 

But this will not do. As indicated above, Rorty sometimes seems to 
urge jettisoning a problem because no solution is possible. To show this is · 
not literally to solve the problem. But this move figures centrally in tradi
tional work. Locke and Kant, among others, made familiar the idea that 
knowledge may have certain limits, and some problems no solution. 
Rorty also seeks to undermine problems by challenging their presupposi
tions, but this too is a traditional technique, again widely associated with 
Kant. 

Occasionally Rorty appeals to considerations that have no distinc
tively intellectual standing.20 These appeals plainly differ from traditional 
methods for resolving problems. But PMN also contains a rich tapestry of 
argument. So occasional nonintellectual appeals will not suffice to differ
entiate Rorty's approach. Rorty would doubtless insist that his arguments 
are meant not to resolve problems but to show only how insubstantial they 
are and how little hinges on what solution one gives. But this kind of cri
tique still falls within the range philosophers traditionally embrace. 

Perhaps what makes Rorty's approach radical is the attitude he hopes 
to engender, rather than the methods he employs. We should regard philo
sophical problems, he urges, not as issues of serious concern, but as his-
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torical curiosities. Our interest in them should be the kind we have in 
historical events: how they arose, what sustained them, and why they de
clined. The right attitude will be that of the detached outsider, not that of 
the insider for whom those problems have force. We should end up with 
the sense that those problems never had any real bite. 

But any satisfactory resolution of a problem will have that effect. Once 
a problem has been satisfactorily resolved, we adopt an outsider's attitude 
towards it. Once we know our way around the relevant issues, those prob
lems no longer evoke a sense of mystery. As Nelson Goodman observes, 
when we try "in philosophy to make the obscure obvious ... the reward of. 
success is banality. An answer, once found, is obvious."21 

Intellectual activity, like everything else, has its fashions. Interests can 
shift because something else catches our fancy, or just because something 
no longer holds our attention. But it is not easy to produce a clear case of a 
problem we have abandoned despite our still regarding it as unresolved. 
Even when no decisive resolution has won general acceptance, we nor
mally drop a problem only when it has yielded sufficiently for us to under
stand the issues reasonably well. When a problem is prematurely dropped 
its demise is typically short-lived; it will attract the attention of subse
quent generations. Because unresolved problems have a way of being 
rediscovered, Rorty's revolutionary shift, in which philosophy no longer 
focuses on solving problems, is unlikely to occur until the main problems 
of philosophy are satisfactorily resolved. 

Ill. WHY STUDY THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY? 

One sure way to kill a cultural movement is to write its history. Rendering 
an idea, movement, or cause historical defuses its energy and mutes its 
impact. To be sure, tracing the historical development of a flagging cul
tural movement can revitalize it. Knowing the history of a movement can 
highlight connections with present concerns, thereby kindling new inter
est in it. But more often the history of a movement serves as a kind of 
epitaph. Seeing events as belonging to history induces a kind of detach
ment and a sense of having moved beyond them. Historicist descriptions 
can thus be useful for trying to alter the course of cultural or intellectual 
activity. Moreover, this effect is in general wholly independent of any the
oretical bias or issue of interpretation that may color the historical ac
count one offers. A historical perspective about philosophical problems is 
thus ideally suited to the rhetorical needs of Rorty's radical metaphilo
sophical picture. 

Historicist arguments are not likely, however, to help much in circum-
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venting active debate about issues of current concern. We are all under
standably reluctant to see ourselves as belonging to an era whose time has 
past. So participants in contemporary debate can hardly be expected to 
yield more readily to the historicist's suggestion that their work is out
moded or idle than to the arguments of their opponents. And the natural 
desire to make recognizable contributions will lead most to be cautious 
about disregarding the debates of the day. Descartes, possibly the most 
successful philosophical revolutionary ever, took great care to cast things 
in terms of debates then current. 

Moreover, historicism is unlikely to achieve anything we could not ac
complish equally well by standard, nonhistoricist means. As section II il
lustrates, success in historicizing an issue generally relies obliquely on 
considerations and arguments that are more effective when brought to 
bear directly on the issue at hand. Describing issues in historicist terms is 
therefore typically idle; historicist arguments can generally be readily 
reconstrued as direct, ahistorical arguments about the merits of the case. 

The natural reluctance to see one's work as outmoded provides a pow
erful incentive to construe the arguments of historicists ahistorically. But 
there is another reason for such reconstrual that is less open to a charge of 
self-interest. We typically succeed better in understanding others if we 
assume, as far as possible, that they are addressing issues and talking in 
terms that are familiar to us from our own thought. Historicist efforts to 
influence the direction of intellectual activity trades on evoking a sense of 
discontinuity between different intellectual styles or movements. Our nat
ural desire to understand others conflicts with that picture, since under-· 
standing implies bridging such apparent discontinuities. 

This tendency to reconstrue historicist arguments in ahistoricist terms 
reflects a deep-seated attitude philosophers have toward the history of 
their field. Histories of philosophy typically portray past philosophers as 
though they were contemporaries, whose work is animated by much the 
same issues and interests as our own. Such histories tend to abstract from, 
or ignore, the details of historical context-often even from the intellec
tual climate of an era-and to construe the writings of past philosophers 
solely in terms of the issues addressed. 

Because most history of philosophy is written by philosophers rather 
than historians, it may be unsurprising that the resulting histories are rela
tively ahistorical in orientation. But here again there is an intellectually 
more respectable reason for our ahistorical tendencies. A certain distance 
inevitably separates the historian from the historical subject. This is due 
in part to the historian's desire for objectivity, which may suggest striving 
for a neutral viewpoint, or at least a viewpoint independent of the histori
cal subject's. But this distance arises also from the tendency of history to 
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focus on the unusual and striking. Historical explanation adds little to our 
understanding if the events explained seem mundane to us. We need such 
explanation only when an event or movement is not immediately intelligi
ble. Only in these cases will the historian's appeal to antecedent influences 
and surrounding circumstances help us understand why the event oc
curred, or why somebody held an idea. 

But understanding why somebody thought something is not the same 
as understanding the thought itself. And djstinctively historical explana
tion seldom helps much in understanding past ideas themselves, as op
posed to why they were held. Indeed, historical discussions often seem 
almost to assume that the idea in question may not, in its own terms, be 
wholly explicable, and so often try instead to explain only why somebody 
would have thought such a thing. 

To understand the thought itself, by contrast, requires that one be able 
to imagine having that thought oneself. If we have no good idea of what 
reasons a person would give for thinking something, and how those rea
sons would fit with beliefs of ours about related matters, we will have little 
grasp of what that thought is. If our goal is understanding the ideas others 
have had, rather than why they held them, we will try as much as possible 
to see those ideas in terms of our own. This is so even when we discover 
important discontinuities that separate us from past thinkers. We can un
derstand such discontinuities by reference to how we, today, think about 
the issues in question. 

Needless to say, the ahistorical and historical approaches to under
standing complement, rather than compete with each other. We often 
need explanation by reference to antecedent circumstances; only thus 
could we account, e.g., for the nearly universal concern among seven
teenth-century thinkers with the impact of the new science on old, com
monsense ways of describing things. But antecedent events are unlikely to 
do much to explain why Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, or Locke held the 
particular doctrines they did. Here we must try to understand the 
thoughts ahistorically, in terms of the considerations one can rationally 
adduce in support of those views, and thus by reference to our own con
ceptions of what counts as a rational consideration. The understanding of 
our intellectual past must unavoidably be partly 'Whiggish', in that we 
must use our own thought as the main reference point in terms of which 
we find the past intelligible. This consideration will figure later in this 
section, and centrally in the argument in section IV. 

This circumstance is not unique to philosophy, but applies equally to 
the history of the natural sciences and mathematics. We inevitably must 
understand past scientific theories and mathematical reasoning in terms 
of the best thought available today. Accordingly, the history of such fields, 
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like that of philosophy, is typically pursued not by historians, but by those 
with the relevant specialist's training. 

But philosophy is quite different from the sciences and mathematics in 
respect of the relationship each field has to its history. Unlike the history 
of philosophy, the histories of mathematics and the sciences are not inte
gral parts of those disciplines. Mathematicians and scientists do, in the 
course of their training, acquire some, often anecdotal, historical knowl
edge of discoveries in their fields. But the systematic study of that history 
does not figure in standard professional training in those fields, and 
studying the work of past mathematicians and scientists rarely has much 
impact on current research. 

By contrast, as noted at the outset, the history of philosophy is one of 
the major areas of study included in virtually all philosophical training. 
This has been so even when the dominant school or tradition has con
ceived of philosophical knowledge on the model of knowledge in mathe
matics or the sciences. By this standard, the history of philosophy is not 
regarded as independent of the study of philosophy itself, nor even as a 
mere adjunct to it, but is seen instead as important, even integral, to phil
osophical work itself. 

In this respect, philosophy is more like the humanistic disciplines than 
the sciences. Whatever one's interests .in literature, music, or the arts, 
training in these fields invariably includes a grounding in the history of 
such work. Indeed, much of what we study in these areas, as in philoso
phy, is the great work of the past. Not only is the history of humanistic 
fields central to the fields themselves, as it is in philosophy; the study of 
this history is often pursued in a somewhat similar spirit. The main impe
tus behind studying these great past works is frequently their ahistorical 
value as works of literature, music, and art, and not their position in the 
historical context that produced them. 

Philosophy thus shares important features with both the sciences and 
the humanities. Because the history of philosophy counts as an integral 
part of philosophy itself, philosophy thus far resembles the humanistic 
disciplines. But like the sciences, the guiding aim of philosophy is arriving 
at the truth about particular matters. This is not to say that the humanities 
have no interest in truth; but truth is only one among many goals in hu
manistic studies. The dominant aim there is rather understanding-un
derstanding the great works of literature, music, and art, and understand
ing what makes them great. Philosophy, mathematics, and the sciences, by 
contrast, formulate specific problems to solve, and issues we want settled. 
Our goal is to arrive at true answers to specific questions. Philosophy 
does, of course, also aim at understanding; indeed, many would charac
terize philosophy primarily in terms of that goal. Still, all would agree that 
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the goal of philosophy is not, in the first instance, to understand the great 
works of philosophy, but to understand how things are. Philosophical un
derstanding is understanding the nature of things, not the meanings of 
texts. 22 

This dual character of philosophy-resembling the sciences in some 
ways and the humanities in others-is reflected in traditional, widely held 
views about the field. Since Aristotle, philosophers as diverse as 
Descartes, Hume, Kant, and Hegel have classified philosophy as a kind of 
theoretical knowledge, like mathematics and the natural sciences. But 
since Plato the complex and ambiguous kinship philosophy has to litera
ture has also loomed large, a kinship reflected in the prevailing contempo
rary classification of philosophy with the humanities. Rorty's views can 
thus be seen as an effort to resolve the tensions inherent in this dual char
acter by undermining the comparison with science. Success would thus 
yield exactly the result Rorty envisages: a humanistic model for philoso
phy, unencumbered by the strictures imposed by a search after truth. The 
arguments in section II against Rorty's revolutionary goals in effect re
stored that balance, by appealing to the ineliminable interest philoso
phers. have in discovering and understanding the truth about things. 

These considerations again point to the question raised at the outset: 
why, if philosophy is essentially a problem-solving discipline, is the his
tory of philosophy so important to philosophical work? There are a 
number of standard answers that are given to this question, some of 
which may seem to help in explaining this apparently anomalous concern 
of philosophy with its own history. But these standard explanations all 
raise difficult questions in turn. And none seems able to explain why the 
history of philosophy should actually count as an integral part of philoso
phy, rather than merely an occasionally useful adjunct. The rest of this 
section will try to show this by briefly surveying these standard explana
tions. 23 

It is sometimes said that the history of philosophy is important to phi
losophy because the works of the past great philosophers can be a source 
of idea useful for current work. Past philosophical work can be suggestive 
about how to formulate or solve present problems. Aristotle's influence is 
often evident, e.g., in the work of J. L. Austin. But salutary as such input 
can be, ideas for solutions, arguments, and formulations come from many 
sources. Austin arguably derived at least as much from the law and philol
ogy as from Aristotle. Moreover, such successful direct fertilization by his
torical sources occurs relatively rarely, not nearly often enough to explain 
why we see the history of philosophy as an area of philosophical study on 
a par, say, with ethics or epistemology. 

The history of philosophy sometimes seems almost to be a history of 
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p~ilosophical mistakes, suggesting that its value may lie in presenting us 
with a catalogue of errors to avoid. But philosophical mistakes occur too 
often to need the history of philosophy as a source for study. And other 
things being equal, it is more fruitful to hone one's critical abilities 'on the 
work ~f one's contemporaries. This explanation again suggests the history 
of philosophy should be a mere adjunct to philosophy, rather than an ac
tual part. 
. There is ~lso an unsettling obliqueness about studying past philosoph
ical works either for the moves they suggest we might make or the errors 
they hold up to avoid. What counts as a good philosophical argument and 
what counts as a philosophical mistake are both controversial issues. So 
whatever aid we get from past works must be transported to fit current 
needs, and then reevaluated in that context. Other things being equal, it 
would seem better to avoid having thus to transpose and reevaluate and 
just judge errors and arguments on their own, as they arise in conte~po
rary discussion. 

Perhaps, however, the importance of the history of philosophy has 
more to do with the perspective it gives us about issues than with any 
specific, direct contribution it makes to the solving of contemporary prob
lems. A representative sample of past philosophical thought will encom
pass a far greater diversity of viewpoint and style of argument than one 
can encounter in contemporary work. This diversity can be useful in giv
ing an appreciation of how dramatically philosophical positions can di
verge, how parochial contemporary thought often is, and what unexam
ined assumptions may underlie our own work. It can suggest how 
problems might yield to points of view quite different from anything now 
in fashion, or that we mighttry approaching issues in radically different 
ways.24 

This kind of explanation has more air of plausibility than does the 
appeal to specific contributions historical works might make to current 
research. But concrete examples of this kind of benefit are not easy to find. 
Many contemporaries have derived much from studying the work of 
some particular historical figure-P. F. Strawson from Kant, Stuart 
Hampshire from Spinoza, Roderick M. Chisholm from Brentano, Zeno 
Vendler from Descartes. But these are all cases in which a contemporary 
view meshes especially happily with the work of some past philosopher, 
rather than cases in which studying the past has broadened our perspec
tive. Nor, in any case, does the usefulness of studying some particular 
figure explain the value of the history of philosophy generally. 

Perhaps, therefore, we somehow profit from the history of philosophy 
because of the extraordinarily high quality of much past work. The works 
of the great figures on whom we concentrate are penetrating, systematic, 
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comprehensive, subtle, and thorough, on a scale probably never today 
equalled. Reading these authors doubtless produces a better sense than 
we could otherwise get of what it is for philosophical work to have these 
qualities, and to have them to such an astoundingly high degree. 

But the astonishingly high quality of such historical works occurs in 
the service of theories nobody would now accept, and in connection with 
issues and problems that are now formulated in rather different terms, 
when they are addressed at all. We do not now cast issues about ontology 
or the mind-body problem, e.g., in terms of conceptions of substance such 
as those that dominated philosophical thought from Aristotle to Berkeley. 
One can adjust for these differences to make the insights of past thinkers 
more useful for our own thinking. But it is unclear that the adjusted results 
will exhibit the same outstanding qualities as the originals. And if they 
did, why would we not be better off producing our own original works, 
with as much quality as we can give them, rather than translations of past 
thought into current idiom? 

Indeed, most of the explanations just surveyed seem more apt as rea
sons for the study of the history of a field by those in literature, music, and 
the a:rts than by those in philosophy. Since a primary aim in humanistic 
studies is to cultiva1ie an appreciation and understanding of works ofliter
ature, music, and art, it makes sense to study the best available even if 
they do not conform to current taste. These goals make it natural, more
over, to study past works to gain perspective about the possible diversity 
of humanistic work and about what it is that makes some works good. 
Finally, the great writers, artists, and composers of the past generally had 
great technical skill. And even though artistic technique evolves, studying 
past technique does much in developing one's own. 

Studying the history of philosophy can, of course, yield similar bene
fits. And the sense that these benefits are important for philosophy doubt
less helps explain its now traditional classification among the humanities. 
But these considerations simply underscore the need to explain that sense 
of importance. When cultivation of taste and understanding of value are 
paramount, the history of a discipline is indispensable. But these are not 
the central goals of philosophy. The problem remains of why the study of 
largely unacceptable theories should be considered crucial to a field 
whose main aim is to arrive at the truth about certain issues. It is worth 
noting that this problem arises however one conceives of truth. In particu
lar, the distinction between truth as a relation words bear to extralinguis
tic reality and truth as warranted assertability, on which Rorty heavily 
relies (e.g., PMN, ch. VI, esp. pp. 261-62, and Consequences of Pragma
tism, Introduction, sec. 3), is irrelevant here. Whether we aim at corre-

1, 
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spondence with the facts or warranted assertability, it will be equally un
clear why we should study largely unacceptable theories. 

It may seem that a problem exists about the importance to philosophy 
of its history only on a rather narrow conception of the nature of philoso
phy. If philosophical problems are all technical in character; then the anal
ogy with mathematics and the sciences is apt, and it is doubtful whether 
the history of philosophy could significantly further philosophical prog
ress. But there are areas of philosophy, such as ethics and aesthetics, 
whose problems resist precise, technical solutions. Perhaps if we give 
these fields their due, and avoid thinking of philosophical progress in 
solely technical terms, the importance to philosophy of its history will no 
longer seem problematic. 

But work in ethics and aesthetics aims at accurate formulations of is
sues and solutions of problems no less than does research in epistemology 
or philosophy of language. So the history of philosophy should be no 
more important for any of these subfields than for any others. The issue is 
not whether we conceive of the problems in these areas in technical terms, 
but whether the primary aim of such research is to solve certain problems. 
If so, it is on the face of things unclear why studying unacceptable solu
tions proffered by past great philosophers will help. The difficulty arises in 
all areas of philosophical work, no matter how technical. Indeed, many 
philosophers who work primarily in philosophy of mathematics or mathe
matical logic study the histories of those fields in a way that a physicist or 
mathematician would be unlikely to. 

From time to time scientists and mathematicians turn to the history of 
a particular problem to learn what earlier researchers had to say about it. 
But this occasional practice reveals little about the importance to philoso
phy of its history. For one thing, the analogy with the history of mathe
matics and the sciences only suggests a way the history of a field can func
tion as a useful adjunct to that field, and not as an integral part. Moreover, 
this is not the way philosophy seems actually to profit from its history. 
One seldom hears that somebody doing contemporary research on the 
mind-body problem learned something specific and useful from 
Descartes or Locke that was not independently available in the contempo
rary literature. Indeed, it would be striking if contemporaries could learn 
much that way, given the large; and stubborn issues of interpretation that 
continue 'to affect our reading of most major past philosophers. 

Lawrence H. Powers has given the analogy to the history of science a 
novel and ingenious tum. A scientific theory must successfully explain 
relevant scientific experiments performed in the past. Similarly, Powers 
urges, a philosophical position must explain why past philosophical argu
ments on the topic in question seemed convincing to those who advanced 
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them. 
25 

Scientific experiments, of course, must be replicable; so their hav
ing occurred in the past is incidental to the scientist's aims and proce
dures. But Powers insists that an ahistorical account of past philosophical 
arguments will not do. A philosophical theory must "explain why these 
arguments appeared cogent to" past philosophers, and this "will involve 
us in assessing the dialectical situation prevailing at that time" ( 11 ). 

When philosophers study the history of philosophy, they do indeed 
seem largely concerned to explain why past arguments and positions 
seemed compelling to those in the past who advanced them. But when 
philosophers pursue their distinctively philosophical interests, why 
should they care why past philosophers found something convincing? 
That may well be historically interesting. But the distinctively philosophi
cal question about past arguments and views is whether they are convinc
ing to us. Powers's answer in effect appeals to "a dialectical rule according 
to which philosophers cannot simply ignore but must try to explain the 
arguments of their opponents" (8). But it is not clear why this rule should 
apply to historical figures. Philosophers invariably have opponents 
enough among their contemporaries without borrowing from the past. 
And the spirit of that dialectical rule can hardly be satisfied with oppo
nents who cannot answer back. In any case, our problem was to explain 
the importance to philosophy of its history. We cannot do that unless we. 
can explain why Powers's dialectical rule applies to opponents of the past 
as well as the present. 

Perhaps the most widespread explanation of the importance to philos
ophy of its history is that we can understand the problems that define 
contemporary discussion only if we understand its historical background, 
The problems each generation addresses often derive from the work of the 
preceding generation. And philosophical issues are frequently put in 
terms of theories and debates that figure prominently in the philosophic~l' 
tradition. 

26 
But past philosophical discussions typically differ markedly in 

style and substance from those of today. And philosophical issues and 
arguments are highly sensitive to details of exposition. So, while tra(:li~ 
tional terms and theories may sometimes enhance our understanding .c)f 
present problems, there is a substantial danger that those traditional dis-... 
cussions will often instead distort those problems. 27 We could guard 
against this undesired result only by having a firm, independent grasp of 
the character of the problems and issues now addressed. But then illumi~ 
nation from the past would be an idle adornment. In any case, an under~ 
standing of past thought could not be necessary to grasp current pro~; 
lems. Since understanding the past unavoidably means putting it in teniis 
now current, we must understand traditional terms and theories by refer
ence to today's thought, rather than the other way around. This need to 
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construe the past in today's terms has provided one of the ~ain argu
ments against standard explanations of t~e importance to philosophy o! 
its history. In the concluding section, this very ne~d to construe others 
words will give us the key to why the history of philosophy actually does 
figure so centrally in philosophy. 

IV. UNDERSTANDING PHILOSOPHY AND ITS HISTORY 

Understanding somebody else's doctrines. or arg~ments is never an auto
matic effortless matter. Grasping another s meanmg, whether that person 
is a c~ntemporary or a predecessor, always invol~es both ~or~-by-word 
translation of the other's statements and the ~hantable attn_bution to the 
other of as much correctness as those words will bear. Somet1~es we n:iust 
strike an uneasy balance between these two proc~sses. We ~dJ_ust readings 
of individual words if we can get a lot more truth or vahd1ty from the 
resulting sentences and arguments. Such adjus~ment occurs even when 
interlocutors share a language. One must sometimes depart .from. homo
phonic translation of words to make sense of what so~ebody is saymg. We 
must sometimes take the other person to use words m ways we would not 
ourselves if we are to be able to see the other person's statements and 
inferences as even intelligible, much less c?rrect. 28 

• • 

As noted above, the need to attribute views and i~ferences c~antably 
is a major factor in the ahistorical character of the h1s~ory of philosophy 
written by philosophers. Understanding another ~eqmres that we render 
that person's statements in words we ourselves ~ught use. We can grasp 
somebody else's doctrines and argument~ only if we ~an to som~ extent 
construe them in terms native to our own i~tellectual hves. Any h~stor~ of 
philosophy that aims at such underst~ndmg must thus treat h1stoncal 
figures to some degree as contemporanes. . 

But interpretations of past philosophical texts depend on current phil
osophical discussion in ways that go beyond the ~ere need to understand 
those texts in terms native to current debate. As Just noted, we must also 
balance the result of word-for-word translation against the demands of 
reasonably charitable attribution of views an~ argum~nts. But here prob
lems arise, since what counts as charitable will often itself be a matter of 
philosophical controversy. . . . . 

This is easiest to see when our aim is charitable attnbut10~ m its 
strongest form. Charity then means that we try, as ofte~ as possible, to 
construe the other person's arguments as valid and claims ~s true. But 
there is often heated controversy in philosophy about what is true, a~d 
even about what follows from what. So it will often be controversial 
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whether a reading of a philosophical text is, in this strong sense, charita
ble. 

Charity, however, may mean only that one can make fair sense of the 
text in question, and not also that it is philosophically sound. This more 
modest charity requires not that we render arguments as valid and state
ments as true, but just that we see reasons for advancing those arguments 
and views-reasons that it is credible to hold, and that the author in ques
tion might actually have held. Something makes sense if, roughly, we un
derstand why somebody would have said it. 

This form of charity is plainly the least we can ask for. We may some
times be unable to achieve it, but we cannot aim for less. But there is even 
less agreement in philosophy about what counts as a credible reason for 
something than there is about what is true or valid. So it will often be a 
matter of considerable philosophical controversy whether a particular of 
a text is charitable in even this minimal way. We cannot, in general, hope 
to settle whether something counts as a charitable interpretation without 
first settling whatever philosophical questions are at issue in the interpre
tation we are considering. 

There is an intimate tie between the need to construe charitably and 
Davidson's compelling claim that we can make sense of another concep
tual scheme only within our own. Davidson often expresses this connec
tion by saying that understanding others implies construing most of their 
beliefs as true. "Charity is forced upon us; whether we like it or not, if we 
want to understand others, we must count them right in most matters."29 

This is a modified form of strong charity. Construing others as mostly 
agreeing with us is only slightly weaker than always so construing them as 
to maximize agreement. 30 Davidson's caution concerning how much 
agreement understanding presupposes may seem to cause difficulties. 
Agreement "in most matters" is unhelpfully vague, telling·us only that we 
must balance strong charity against other considerations. 

Davidson tends to cast his view in terms of agreement on truth values 
because he seeks to understand meaning and belief by applying to natural 
languages a Tarski-style theory oftruth. 31 But sometimes he puts his point 
not in terms of such agreement, but as a "methodological presumption of 
rationality .... We weaken the intelligibility of attributions of thoughts of 
any kind to the extent that we fail to uncover a consistent pattern ofbe
liefs."32 Once we bracket Davidson's appeal to theories of truth, under
standing presupposes rationality rather than actual agreement. And a 
methodological presumption of rationality conforms closely to the mini
mal form of charity just described. However we may explicate rationality, 
understanding others requires us to attribute to them reasonable views 
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and arguments. Other things being equal, the more reasonable we succeed 
in making them, the more fully we will understand ~hem. . 

Examples of how our interpretations hinge on phdosophic~lly contro
versial issues are easy to come by. Jaakko Hintikka's ~erformative .ac~ou~t 
of the cogito, e.g., will be persuasive only to one convmce~ that tt:u~\ikk~s 
notion of existential inconsistency does the work ~e ~laims for it.. This 
has by no means commanded universal assent. Similarly, o~e will find 
plausible Alan Gerwith's and Harry G. Frankfurt's explanation of why 
Meditation III is not circular in the way Amauld charged roughly to the 
degree one finds convincing the reasoning they. attrib~te ~o Descartes. 
Gewirth and Frankfurt claim that the argument m Meditation III .for. t~e 
divine guarantee is meant only to show that no challenge to the reh~bihty 
ofreasoning which itselfrelies on reasoning can b~ ~o.here~t.34 O~ly ifthat 
argument strikes one as having primafacie plaus1b1bty wi~l that interpre
tation of Descartes seem compelling. Similarly, one's vi~ws about the 
mind-body problem will undoubtedly influence how cre~ibl~ one finds 
Thomas Slakey's view that Aristotle was a mind-bod~ phys1cahst, or W. ~ 
R. Hardie's and Jonathan Barnes's arguments that he ir,istead held a modi
fied form of dualism. 35 Again, one's positions on various contempora!y 
issues about modality will very likely affect how one tries to interpret Aris
totle on potentiality and actuality, or on t~e sea battle. ~ther e~amples 
abound, many of which, being less dramatic are less readi~y n~tice.d. 

The foregoing considerations explain why such dramatic diversity ex
ists in how philosophers interpret their predecessor~' work. We must e~er
cise minimal charity when we construe a text, and m the case of a ph1~0·· 
sophical text what counts as charitable hinges in pa~ . o.n substa!1t~ve 
issues about which opinion is markedly divided. Such d1vmon .of opm1on 
unavoidably results in corresponding controversy about the mterpreta-

tion of texts. . 
These factors also help us understand an odd phenomeno~ that is 

otherwise difficult to explain. There is a striking prevalence of misunder
standing among philosophers who hold opposi~g views. !his can occur 
even among those whose philosophical acumen is o~herw1se the greatest, 
and it occurs in contemporary debate no less than m exchanges such as 
those between Locke and Leibniz, or Descartes and the. a~thor~ of t~e 
various Objections. Since what counts as a charitable ascnp~1on hmges m 
part on points of philosophical controversy, w~ are. especially prone to 
misconstrue those with whom we have substantial disagreements. When 
disagreements are sufficiently stark, the pron~uncements o~ another ~~Y 
actually seem incapable of being construed m a way that is. even ~nim
mally charitable. Thus the familiar temptation ar~ses t? .which philoso
phers sometimes succumb simply to regard as unmtelhgible remarks of 
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those with whom they sharply differ, remarks that others often find quite 
comprehensible. 

We often use the doctrines and arguments of the great figures of the 
past as referen~e points in putting forth our own position. This is entirely 
natural. I.nvokmg our shared intellectual heritage is frequently effective 
for expository purposes. And the issues that divide us from our contem
poraries often seem so immediate and so intractable that these past 
figures may be the only useful common ground available to us. 

~.owever natural this expository practice is, it has important presup
positions that are seldom noticed. Using past thinkers as reference points 
can be useful only if we see those thinkers as sharing with us a common set 
of terms, views, and interests. Thus invoking past thinkers however. is . , ' 
Just an expository device; our main interest is in issues we must be able to 
articulate independently of the views of others, past or present. So we 
must in effect construe the past writers we invoke in terms of those issues. 
~nly thus can this expository practice help convey our views, rather than 
distort them. 

Finally, to be at all useful, this construal of past thinkers in terms of 
our ~wn interests must remain tacit. There is little expository value in 
putting our own points in terms of past writings if we then explicitly con
strue those writings by reference to contemporary discussion that we in
dependently understand. Invoking past views and arguments can be ex
positorily useful in addressing issues of current concern only because our 
construing past thinkers in our terms is typically so effortless, and so often 
goes unnoticed. 

. Thus in~oking past figures wi~l sometimes mean seeing them as siding 
with us agamst our contemporanes in ways that are tendentious and con
troversial, with respect to the issues we want to discuss. This is to be ex
pected. If current debate divides us so starkly that we must look to past 
discussions to find shared terms, our interpretations of those discussions 
will very likely reflect that current divergence of position. Because our 
construing past thinkers in our terms must remain tacit, disagreements 
about those thinkers will tend to look like misreadings of readily accessi
ble texts, rather than disagreements about philosophically controversial 
issues of current concern. 

The need t? understand past authors in terms of our own thinking 
does not at all imply that contemporary fashions of thought are superior 
to those. of the past. Indeed, one's own thinking might be recognizably 
more akm to that of some past era than to any views now current. 36 But no 
matter how much one's views resemble those of some past time, or how 
much one identifies with discussions then prevalent, one must still under
stand others ultimately in terms of one's own thinking, even others for 
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which one has a special affinity. We have access to another's thought only 
insofar as we can put it in terms we independently understand. And to the 
extent that we interact with our contemporaries, our thinking will inevita
bly be cast in terms native to current discussion. 37 

It might seem that however great the vagaries of charitable attribution 
may be, they surely could not issue in such a wide range of interpretations 
found acceptable by different philosophers. Everybody, after all, must op
erate largely within the constraints set by homophonic translation when 
we construe those with whom we share a language, or constraints set by 
established lexicons in other cases. The words we use cannot mean just 
anything, and the possibility of communicating with our peers presup
poses standards embodied in homophony and in standard lexicons. 38 

Homophony and traditional lexicography map others' words into our 
own. When communication is unproblematic, these mappings yield 
strong constraints; we can then count on others using words pretty much 
as we do. Fluency and the impression of mutual comprehension provide 
operational ways to tell when this situation prevails. But when substantial 
issues divide philosophers, ready understanding is frequently impaired, 
and important term~ are often used in discernibly different ways. Here 
received lexicons, and even homophony, help a lot less than usual. We are 
then trying to construe people who are using words as we ourselves never 
would. 

It is sometimes said that the historian should present the past objec
tively, from a neutral, unbiased perspective. And it might seem that con
struing the words of others in terms of our own thinking impairs such 
neutral objectivity.39 But such construal is unavoidable; what somebody 
says is intelligible only if we can represent it in terms we independently 
grasp. And in any case, such construing need not threaten neutrality or 
objectivity. The more adequate our own thinking is to the relevant issues, 
the more unbiased and objective our reports of others' views will be. Ab
solute objectivity and neutrality in such reports are of course unattaina
ble. But that is true even in the sciences; complete objectivity and neutral
ity are ideals we can approach, not goals we can reach. 

In his important and influential 'Meaning and Understanding in the 
History ofldeas', 40 Quentin Skinner has penetratingly discussed the ques
tion of proper methodology in intellectual history. Skinner takes to task 
both the view that "the context 'of religious, political, and economic fac
tors' ... determines the meaning ofany given text," and the opposing "or
thodoxy" that "the autonomy of the text itself[ is] the sole necessary key 
to its own meaning" (3, emphasis original). Both these views, he main
tains, go wrong "in the assumptions they make about the conditions nec
essary for the understanding of utterances" (4). "The understanding of 
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texts," he argues, "presupposes the grasp both of what they were intended 
to mean, and how this meaning was intended to be taken" ( 48). Thus .. the 
appropriate methodology [for the history of ideas] is ... concerned in this 
way with the recovery of intentions" (49). 

Skinner envisages this recovery of intentions as .. part of [a] linguistic 
enterprise" in which we first "delineate the whole range of communica
tions which could have been conventionally performed on the given occa
sion by ... the given utterance, and, next, to trace the relations between 
the given utterance and this wider linguistic context as a means of decod
ing the actual intention of the given writer" (49). But in philosophy, both 
past and present, misunderstandings among contemporaries are virtually 
epidemic. Conventional patterns will therefore help little in such a recov
ery of intentions. And there is little to go on when we .. trace the relations 
between the given utterance and this wider linguistic context" except our 
desire to make the text intelligible. This means simply relying on minimal 
charity in attributing beliefs and inferences to the author. 

The central role of charitable attribution in construing past philosoph
ical writings points the way to a satisfactory and revealing solution to our 
problem about the importance to philosophy of its history. When we char· 
itably· interpret a philosophical text, we must have sufficient command 
over the philosophical issues an earlier author raises for us to judge what 
construals would actually be charitable. Some of these issues will by now 
have become settled. But many will not. And there will be unsolved prob
lems the author did not address explicitly which are intimately tied to 
those the author did. And there are invariably some of these unsolved 
problems we must in some way sort out in order to tell what readings of 
th~ autho~'s text make reasonable sense. Wrestling with the meaning of 
phllosoph1cal texts means, almost invariably, wrestling with substantive 
philosophical issues of current concern. 

There is thus no conflict between conceiving of philosophy as a prob .. 
!em-solving activity and assigning a central and integral role within the 
field to the history of philosophy. One cannot do philosophical justice to 
the history of philosophy without actually doing philosophical work on 
problems that are the subject of current controversy. When philosophers 
do such historical work, their style often minimizes the role of that philo
sophical work. But it is unavoidable in reconstructing what construals of 
historical texts could possibly make philosophical sense. 

The study of past philosophical texts is in a way, therefore, a somewhat 
oblique way to approach philosophical problems. But this obliqueness is 
not the kind stigmatized in the foregoing section as unhelpful. It is not 
that we are trying to solve the problems obliquely, by bringing to bear the 
insights, techniques, or proposals of past philosophers. Rather, we must 
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directly come to terms with contemporary issues and problems in the very 
course of trying to understand past philosophical views. The indirectness 
affects only the way the problems arise; we must try to solve them in just 
the way we would if they had arisen independently of the study of any 
philosophical text. 

This oblique approach to philosophical problems can be extremely 
beneficial. Formulating philosophical problems is notoriously difficult. 
Their abstractness makes them elusive, and they often seem virtually in
separable from the tangle of issues in which they arise. Trying to make 
reasonable philosophical sense of an important text provides a useful 
scaffold from which to work on central problems, problems which ineluc
tably arise in trying to construe that text. The task of interpretation helps 
structure the problems one addresses, and may allow them to arise in 
more manageable ways. 

Accordingly, approaching philosophical problems thus indirectly has 
some of the advantages of critically commenting on the views and argu
ments of a contemporary. But interpreting past works affords far more 
flexibility in the problems one discusses, and how one discusses them. In 
commenting on one's peers, the works one discusses largely defines the 
problem one can sensibly take up. In philosophical exegesis of past works, 
by contrast, one will address whatever problems are useful in arriving at 
an accurate and charitable construal of the work at hand. 

These observations help make sense of a number of Collingwood's 
otherwise difficult pronouncements. The historian's aim, he insisted, is to 
understand past actions from the agent's point of view. This means under-· 
standing the thought processes that issued in those actions. 41 In the spe
cial case of studying what somebody wrote, we must "discover what the 
person who wrote those words meant by them," which ••means discover
ing the thought ... which he expressed by them" (282-83). Since under
standing words and deeds means understanding the thoughts they ex
pressed, "[a]ll history is the history of thought" (215; cp. 305). Hyperbole 
aside, there is nothing difficult here. 

But Collingwood goes on to maintain that ••the historian can discern 
the thoughts he is trying to discover" only "by rethinking them in his own 
mind" (215; cp. 283, 304). This may seem puzzling. How can one rethink 
a past thought without already knowing what that thought was? And in 
any case, how could one find out such a thing? But if our goal is under
standing, rethinking is an effective, and indeed an unavoidable proce
dure. Rethinking means simply trying to think through what would make 
tolerable sense for somebody in the relevant position-somebody who 
wrote those words or performed those deeds. This fits well with Colling
wood's apparently extravagant remark that ''[t]he fact that we can identify 
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(a philosopher's] problem is ~roof t~at he has solved it" (Autobiography, 
p. 70). On the present suggestion, this means just that we can only identify 
the P~~blem by ref~r~nce to what the. proffered solution would actually 
solve. The supposition that the solution works is merely a fairly strong 
form of charity in construing the text. 43 

Collingwood insists, moreover, that one could not "discove[r] (for ex. 
amp!e) 'what Plato thought' without inquiring 'whether it is true"' (Idea 
of History, 3~0). '.'~hat is requir~d, if I am to know Plato's philosophy, is 
~oth to re-t~mk it m my own mmd and also to think other things in the 
hght_ of which_ I c~n j~dge_ it" (305). Again, Collingwood evidently has 
chantable attnbution m mmd. We must attribute to Plato, say views that 
make the best philosophical sense we can manage of the words he wrote. 
We must examine interpretive hypotheses to see both how well they fit the 
t~xt ~nd h?w much philosophical sense they make. Philosophical criti
cism 1s an mtegral part of philosophical exegesis; interpretation and eval· 
uation proceed hand in hand. 44 

It mig~t seem that much simpler, less arcane explanations are availa· 
ble of th~ importance to philosophy of its own history, explanations that 
woulc;t circumvent difficult issues about charitable attribution and the 
like: After all, _the sub~ect matter of the history of philosophy is undenia
bly 10 part phllos?phical; studying past views about philosophical prob. 
!ems ~eans st~dymg_ t~ose problems. And the skills involved in interpret
mg philosophical wntmg are, at least, akin, to those involved in actually 
solving philosophical problems. 

. But ne~ther explanation is convincing. Interpreting texts and solving 
philosop~ical problems are quite diverse activities, which typically ap
peal to. diffe~ent te~peraments, demand different talents and training, 
~nd sa~isfy d1~f"erent mterests. Exegesis calls for careful scholarship, solv
mg philosophical problems for abstract, conceptual work. Even when the 
text deals with philosophical problems, these activities remain quite dif~ 
ferent. Nor does studying past views about philosophical problems al
:-vays, or even often, proceed in a way that would engage philosophical 
mterests, as the large number of philosophically sterile histories of philos
ophy attests. And, in any case, we have no access to what problems a text 
m~y have _addressed independent of our rendering that text in our own 
philosophical terms. What arouses lively, keen philosophical interest in 
studying past views is the challenge of making good philosophical sense 
of th~ text at hand_. Typically we can meet this challenge only if we address 
certa~n ~roblems_mdepe~dently_ o~the views we are studying. Exegesis is 
not similar to ph~losoph1cal activity, even when it is about such activity. 
But because chantable attribution implies a fair amount of philosophical 
knowledge, successful exegesis requires philosophical activity. 
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This hypothesis helps explain a number of points noted in the section 
III. For example, studying the history of philosophy is generally a more 
fertile source of philosophical ideas than other areas precisely because 
making philosophical sense of a text forces one to confront pivotal philo
sophical issues. Such study can give us perspective that is philosophically 
beneficial because the demands of charitable attribution put yesterday's 
outmoded theories and problems in the context of today's pending issues. 
The quality of a past philosopher's work matters more to us than how 
correct that philosopher's theories and solutions were because we gener
ally profit more from having to confront philosophical problems that arise 
in trying to understand the work than from the past philosopher's views 
themselves. 

Most important, we can do justice both to the problem-solving charac
ter of philosophical activity and to the preoccupation philosophers have 
with the history of their field. In particular, we can explain why philoso
phy shares that preoccupation with the characteristically humanistic dis
ciplines. History is central in the humanities because our main goal there 
is to uncover the significance of specific works. It is useful in philosophy 
because uncovering the significance of great works provides a fruitful way 
to work on actual problems. 

Without an explanation of the importance of history that preserves 
philosophy's problem-solving character, there is some appeal to Rorty's 
contention that philosophy is not a search after truth, but merely a cul
tural phenomenon on a par with literature and the arts. The present expla
nation undercuts that appeal. Nor will Rorty's actual historicist argu-. 
ments carry much weight. If we must understand past philosophers in 
terms of philosophical issues that occupy us today, the shifts of concern 
and context that divide us from our predecessors can hardly sustain skep
ticism about the value of continuing to work on philosophical problems. 

Our goal, when we study the philosophical work of a contemporary, is 
relatively straightforward. We must in the first instance understand that 
work, but our main interest is to learn from it and evaluate it critically. 
When we read a past philosophical work, however, understanding is no 
longer a mere preliminary concern. The problems, context, and theories 
of the past differ so markedly from our own that understanding normally 
becomes our main goal in the study of past works. 

There is an air of paradox here. The goal of philosophical work is not 
the understanding of others' views, but to develop and defend the most 
satisfactory view one can. The foregoing solution is that we understand 
another's views only when we grasp the issues involved well enough to tell 
what a charitable interpretation would be of that person's words. This is, 
in effect, a special case of the general point that understanding implies 
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knowing. We understand something, whether a substantive issue or the 
views of another, only when we know our way reasonably well around the 
topic under consideration. 45 
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~t: . 

Making sense of the utterances and behaviour of others, even thei~ most aber-
rant behaviour, requires us to find a great deal of reason and truth. m them. ~o 
see too much unreason on the part of others is simply to underm10e our abil
ity to see what it is they are so unreasonable about (153). 

33. 'Cogito, Ergo Sum: Inference or Performance?', The Philosophical Review, 
LXXI, l (January 1962): 3-32); 'Cogito. Ergo Sum as an Inference and a Perform
ance', The Philosophical Review, LX;XII, 4 (Octob~r 1963): 487-~96. 

34. Gewirth 'The Cartesian Circle', The Ph1losoph1cal Review, L, 4 puly 
1941): 368-395 ~nd 'The Cartesian Circle Reconsidered', TheJou~nal of P~1/oso
phy, LXVII, 19 (October 8, 1970): 668-685; Frankfu~, 'Descartes Vahdat1on of 
Reason' American Philosophical Quarterly, II, 2 (Apnl 1965): 149-1.56. 

35. 'slakey, 'Aristotle on Sense Perception', The Philos~phical Re!1ew, ~XX, ~ 
(October 1961 ): 4 70-484; Hardie, 'Concepts of Consciousness 10 Ansti;>t.le , 
Mind, LXXXV, 3 (July 1976): 388-41 l and Aristotle~ Ethical !h~ory, 2~d ed1t1on 
(Oxford: Oxford University Pre~s, 19~0): 83-?3; and Barnes, Ans~otles Concept 
of Mind', Proceedings of the Aristotelzan Society, LXXI~ (19_7112). IO 1-11 ~· 

36. On this possibility, see especially Frede, 'The H1stono~r~phy ~f Phllos<;>
phy', p. 37 and sec. 7, and 'The Sceptic's Two ~nds of Assent: 10 P~1/osophy m 
History, edited by Richard Rorty, J.B. Schneew10d, and quent1~ Sk10n~r (Cam
bridge: Cambridge Univers~ty Press •. 1984)'. 255:-278, rep!"lnted m Fredes Essay~ 
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37. Leo Strauss is therefore mistaken to urge that, m order to remam open to 
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view of the present" ('On Collingwood's Philosophy of History , The Review of 
Metaphysics V, 4 [June 1952]: 559-586, p. 576). . . . . 

38. On Quine's theses of indeterminacy of translation and mscrutabihty of 
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Ontological Relativity and Other Essays [New York: Columbia Umver~1ty Press, 
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to the present argument, since by hypothesis they are empmcally undet.ectable. 

39. Powers believes this threat arises specifica~ly b~cause, to explam why a 
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peal to some equivocation that that philosopher was unaware .of. But i;>ne can~ot 
resolve, or even take note of such equivocation without adoptm~ a phtlosoph1c~l 
position, since, as Powers rightly observes, "in philosophy, questions about ambi-
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guity are very controversial. One philosopher's distinctions are another's 
pseudodistinctions" ('On Philosophy and its History', 31). 

Powers argues, however, that neutrality can be rescued. Successful communi· 
cation does not demand disclosure of these equivocations, much less their resolu· 
tion (28-35); so a requirement of "absolute clarity ... [is] unreasonable" (28). 
This is implausible. Ifl report a statement without noting its ambiguity, my report 
is correspondingly ambiguous. Moreover, fallacies of equivocation are hardly the 
main occasion for interpreting the words of others. An argument may strike us as 
invalid not because it equivocates, but because it uses tenns differently from the 
way we do. Misunderstandings among contemporaries and variant readings of 
past writings alike testify to the general need for interpreting others' words. 

40. History and Theory VIII (1969): 3-53; see also Skinner's numerous re· 
lated articles, usefully cited in his The Foundations of Modern Political Thought: 
The Renaissance (2 vols.), vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 
285-86. 

41. The Idea of History(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1946), e.g., pp. 2i4 
and 283). 

42. As quoted in note 12: "we only know what the problem was by arguing 
back from the solution" (Autobiography, p. 70). 

43. Skinner therefore seems mistaken in arguing that it is simply a conceptual 
confusion that leads Collingwood to advance this claim ('Meaning and Under· 
standing', p. Sl). 

44. Thus, "the distinction between the 'historical' question 'what was So-and· 
so's 'theory on such and such a matter?' and the 'philosophical' question 'was be 
right?'" is "fallacious" (Autobiography, p. 68). Similar claims are advanced by 
Ree: 

The attempt to exclude history from philosophy, and philosophy from his· 
tory, is not so much impractical as theoretically impowsible. Ascribing a belief 
to someone involves making some sense of it by aniculating it into one's own 
language and concepts" ('Philosophy and the History of Philosophy,' p. 30; 
cp. Ree's Davidsonian remark, quoted in note 18) 

and by John Dunn: 
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Collingwood (Foundations, vol. I, x, note 2). 

45. I am grateful to Eileen Abrahams, and especially to Michael Frede for 
useful and probing comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
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