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By Claudio Iván Remeseira


1. The “problem” of historicism

Historicism, a term originally applied to the German historiographical school of the 19th century, exceeded over the past century the disciplinary boundaries of history to become a byword that encompasses, oftentimes in confusing and contradictory ways, tenets shared by a number of different approaches in the humanities and social sciences to philosophical, epistemological, and, broadly speaking, cultural problems concerning the nature and limits of human knowledge and the justification of moral and political life.[endnoteRef:1] The basic cartography of these problems was laid out between the 1870s and the 1920s in connection with methodological issues raised by historical research, at a time when German historiography had become the academic model for all social sciences. Starting in the 1960s, a second wave of historicism, not directly related to the original one but nevertheless interwoven with it in fundamental ways, swept through the humanities and social sciences in the United States, adding new layers to the discussion (Novick 1993: 523 ss). Despite the differences in the problems, assumptions and theoretical frameworks involved, the common denominators between the “first” and “second” waves of historicism allow us to use this word—with the corresponding caveats—to conceptualize ongoing arguments in political and social theory.[endnoteRef:2]  [1: NOTES

 The use of “historicism” as English-language rendition of the German Historismus is relatively recent in American scholarship. Up to the 1950s, standard dictionaries still listed “historism,” a closer transcription of the original, as the translation of choice. “Historicism” began to circulate in the U.S. “in the 1930s, when American historians, social scientists, and theologians, shaken in their confidence in the past, increasingly looked to European thought.” (Iggers 1988: 295). The familiarity with the term was cemented over the following decade under the influence of Benedetto Croce’s storecismo. (Iggers 1995: 237) “Since then, it has been so rapidly adopted and has acquired so many often contradictory meanings that it defies definition. Widely varying uses of the term, as they appeared in German, Italian, and English writings, have been appropriated by the American literature (…) there has been little consensus on the meaning of the word as it relates to the objectivity of knowledge, the rationality of values, or the lawfulness of historical development. Most, if not all, writers have agreed that historicism involves the position that historical cognition, too, is an historical, time-bound act. Some have drawn from this relativistic implications for the theory of historical knowledge” (Iggers 1988: 295). According to Iggers, the word has been used in at least three different and “only occasionally intersecting” senses: [a] historicism as “relativism and loss of faith in the values of Modern Western culture”; it is in this sense that the term was used during the first “crisis of historicism”; see infra. [b] as the “historiographical outlook and practices of 19th century and to an extent 20th century scholarship in the human sciences,” and especially the German academic tradition of history writing (Iggers 1995: 129, 142). [c] “Karl Popper in The Poverty of Historicism identified the term with the attempts by Hegel and Marx to formulate laws of historical development which were used by the Marxists to legitimize their authoritarian control for eschatological ends. Popper’s use of the term has been server criticized as idiosyncratic, but in fact he distinguished between ‘historicism’ (Historizismus) and ‘historism’ (Historismus) in the German sense at a time when ‘historism’ was still the current term in the English-speaking world.” (Idem: 136-137) [d] Lastly, the term “New Historicism” was coined in the late 1980s and early 1990s to describe a current in U.S. literary and cultural criticism which contains “few references to the older continental discussions,” seeks “to overcome the suppression of the subject and of history in structuralist and poststructuralist thought,” shares “the postmodernist rejection of historical optimism as it was contained in both German historicist and Marxist thought” and urges “a recognition of the ‘historical and cultural specificity of ideas’” (idem: 137) Meanings [a] and [b] correspond with Otto Gerhard Oexle’s definitions of Historicism I and II (Oexle 2011): “Historicism I refers to the philosophical debates in the late 19th century and the first third of the 20th century which equated historical knowledge with relativism and saw in relativism an existential problem which needed to be solved if civilized life was to continue,” while Historicism II uses the term as a paradigm in Kuhnian sense, or “disciplinary matrix” (Rüsen: 1986) for historical studies (Iggers 1995: 137-138). Oexle’s taxonomy, intended for the German academic scene, overlaps with Novick’s description of the “two crisis of Historicism” (Novick 1993: 522-524) and infra. For an antecedent of Oexle’s classification, see Schnädelbach (1974). For further bibliography on the meaning of “historicism,” se (Iggers 1988: 298)]  [2:  For a brief presentation of the present-day relevance of these arguments for the humanities, see the openings pages of Hamilton 2020.] 

    In the first part of this article I will try to establish the conceptual grid of the discussions prompted by the term “historicism” across the humanities and social sciences, and the main descriptive and normative issues at stake. In the next sections I will describe how two of the most important representatives of late 20th century historiography (and historicism), Reinhard Koselleck and Quentin Skinner, addressed some of those issues.  
   Any serious discussion on the significance of historicism must begin with an assessment of the German classical school of historiography.[endnoteRef:3] Its basic premise is that the past should be understood “in its own terms” or “as it really was” (wie es eigentlich gewesen). In other words, history—and by extension, all human action—can only be understood historically, i.e., not by deduction from abstract concepts or principles set apart from the concrete flux of historical life but by immersing oneself mentally in the incessant stream of events in order to discover the clues of their development.[endnoteRef:4] This premise is complemented with the belief that there exists a fundamental difference between nature and history that requires an also fundamentally different approach for knowing each of them. Nature “is the scene of the eternally recurring, of phenomena themselves devoid of conscious purpose” while “history comprises unique and unduplicable human acts, filled with volition and intent.” (Iggers 1988: 4-5). In the constant flow of history, however, we can distinguish certain “centers of stability,” described as a variety individual forms—people, nations, cultures, customs, institutions—that possess inner structures “in constant metamorphosis” according to their “own internal principles of development.” (Ibidem).  [3:  The first author to use the term Historismus in a sense close to its current meaning was Friedrich Schlegel in his notes on philology from 1797 (Iggers 1995: 130). During the first two-thirds of the 19th century, Ludwig Feuebach, I.H.Fichte (the son of J.G. Fichte), and Carl Prantl used the term occasionally, with roughly the same meaning. “Historismus signified a historical orientation which recognized individuality in its ‘concrete temporal-spaciality’ (Prantl) as pursued for example by the Historical School of Law (Sauvigny and Eichhorn), distinct from a fact-oriented empiricism as well as the system-building philosophy of history in the Hegelian manner, which ignores factuality. Karl Werner, in his 1879 book on Giambattista Vico, saw the core of the historicist outlook in Vico’s notion that the human mind knows no other reality than history; history is made by human beings and therefore reflects human intentions, that is, meaning. Nature, because it is not made by humans, reflects no meanings (…) Historicism is thus closely bound up with a certain form of epistemological idealism which foreshadows the later positions of Benedetto Croce and R.G.Collingwood that history always deals with thought, that is with meanings, which must be understood. From these assumptions derived a theory of historical knowledge (…) formulated by historically-oriented thinkers in the 19th century ho did not actually used the term. The German Historical School … was founded on these assumptions.” (Ibidem)
   Despite its roots in intellectual developments that had taken place across Europe since the Renaissance, historicism remains a quintessentially German product. “Friedrich Meinecke, Ernst Troeltsch and others have recognized that the historical outlook was the outcome of broad currents of European thought in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, they have maintained that only in Germany did historicism attain its full development. Historicism liberated modern thought from the two-thousand-year domination of the theory of natural law, and the conception of the universe in terms of ‘timeless, absolutely valid truths which correspond to the rational order dominant throughout the universe’ was replaced by an understanding of the fullness and diversity of man’s historical experience. This recognition, Meincke believes, constituted Germany’s greatest contribution to Western thought since the Reformation and ‘the highest stage in the understanding of things human attained by man’. Western European thought, Troeltsch and Meinecke maintained, nevertheless continued to be committed to natural law patterns of thought into the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. This difference in philosophical outlook, they claimed, lay at the basis of the deep divergence in cultural and political development which they observed between Germany and ‘Western Europe’ after the French Revolution” (Iggers 1988: 4-6; my italics). For the idea of the “deep divergence” and the notion of Germany’s Sonderweg (Separate Way), see Iggers 2005: 69.]  [4:  The shift in focus from the world of abstract, universal ideas to the concrete, particular entities steeped in the “world of life” (Lebenswelt) will be one of the defining characteristics of 20th century philosophy (phenomenology, existentialism, philosophies of action, etc). All these philosophies could be described as historicist, in a general sense of the word.] 

    Three preliminary conclusions can be extracted from all this: first, there is no stable human nature, no constant or unchangeable substance to what “humanity” could be pinned down; second, historical changes respond to an internal law that despite being specific to each individual “center of stability,” somehow inserts that individual part into a larger whole; and third, in order to understand and explain historical and social phenomena, we need a methodology that is radically different from the one we use to explain natural phenomena. The first conclusion, which is the principle of anti-substantialism, represents a momentous shift in world history: for the first time since Antiquity, human nature was not conceived as a permanent entity or essence, but a temporal being existing in an ever-changing world. The second, the principle of organicism, counterbalances that innovation by linking modern historicism to one of the mainstays of classical and premodern philosophy. The third constitutes the logical outgrowth of the previous two: the “abstract, classificatory methods of the natural sciences are… inadequate models for the study of human world. History requires methods which take into account that the historian is confronted by concrete persons and groups who once were alive and possessed unique personalities that called for intuitive understanding by the historian. These methods must take into account that not only the historian’s subject but he himself stands within the stream of time, and that the methods and logic by which he seeks objective knowledge are themselves timebound.” The distinction between sciences of the spirit (Geisteswissenchaften), human or cultural sciences, and natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften) and the parallel distinctions between idiographic and nomothetic sciences and between understanding (Verstehen) and explanation (Erklären) stem from these considerations.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  “There is a long tradition in the philosophy of social science maintaining that there is a gulf in terms of both goals as well as methods between the natural and the social sciences. This tradition, associated with thinkers such as the neo-Kantians Heinrich Rickert and Wilhelm Windelband, the hermeneuticist Wilhelm Dilthey, the sociologist-economist Max Weber, and the twentieth-century hermeneuticists Hans-Georg Gadamer and Michael Oakeshott, holds that unlike the natural sciences whose aim it is to establish natural laws and which proceed by experimentation and causal analysis, the social sciences seek understanding (“Verstehen”) of social phenomena, the interpretive examination of the meanings individuals attribute to their actions (Reiss & Sprenger 2017). The distinction between idiographic and nomothetic was coined by Windelband, the head of the Southwest or Baden School of Neo-Kantism. In History and Natural Science (1894) he argued—against the positivism of August Comte and John Stuart Mill—‘that history provides a distinct way of knowing (which he calls, ‘idiographic’), distinct from the natural scientific (“nomothetic”) way of knowing.’ … Windelband’s chief claim is that there is an irreducible methodological difference (or, as he puts it, a “logical” difference) between history and the natural sciences… Those sciences, such as mathematical physics, whose goal is to produce general laws are called “nomothetic”; those sciences, such as history, whose goal is to know a unique, singular individual, are called “idiographic”. The individual that is the subject of idiographic sciences need not be an individual human being, such as Caesar. It could be a unique event or sequence of events (the fall of the Roman empire); an individual nation, language, religion, or culture (Florence during the Renaissance); or a unique artifact of literature, art, or science (Homer’s Iliad). The important point is that an idiographic science has as its goal to understand an individual in all its uniqueness. Nomothetic sciences want to know laws; idiographic sciences want to know unique processes. The nomothetic seeks the general, and what happens invariably; the idiographic seeks the particular, and what only happens once. Nomothetic sciences begin with what is given to intuition [Anschauung], but ascend to what is abstract and no longer intuitive; idiographic sciences proceed in the opposite direction, attempting to resurrect and reproduce a unique individual in all its vitality, detail, and intuitiveness [Anschaulichkeit]. (Heiss 2018). The distinction between Geisteswissenchaften vs. Naturwissenschaften remained largely unchallenged in the German-speaking academic world until the 1970s. when a new generation of German historians “questioned the exclusive dependence on an individualizing approach that sought to ‘understand’ (verstehen) historical phenomena in the uniqueness rather than seeking to grasp them with the help of analytical concepts” . (Iggers 1988: 271) The distinction between explanation and understanding was introduced by Dilthey.] 

   Underlying this argument is the assumption that knowledge of the particular (das Besondere) overrides knowledge of the general (das Allgemeine). Particularism, or the historicist principle of individuality, can be thus defined as the epistemological stance that values the knowledge of concrete, contingent and temporarily determined particular entities over abstract, necessary, and universally valid knowledge. The emphasis on the concrete, the unique, and the individual, already noticeable in Herder and Goethe, are indeed central to German historicism (Holmes 2017). “Historismus … recognized individuality in its ‘concrete temporal-spatiality’ (Prantel) as pursued for example by the Historical School of Law (Savigny and Eichhorn), distinct from a fact-oriented empiricism as well as the system-building philosophy of history in the Hegelian manner, which ignores factuality”  (Iggers 1995: 130, my italics). The particularism of German historicism was in fact a threefold reaction against positivism, Hegel’s idealism, and the Enlightenment concept of natural law. (Iggers 1990)[endnoteRef:6]. More broadly, historicism can be understood as a Weltanschauung that puts the emphasis on the historical condition of human existence, as well as a historical hermeneutics in which individual, organic development is conceived as a historical process, situated at a particular time and place, “within which individuality manifests itself not by abstract, general laws or principles but by the living expressions of the multiplicity of these unique historical forms.” (Holmes: 2017)  [6:  “The particularist orientation (…) dates back to the discussion concerning the nature of historical knowledge in the eighteenth and the early nineteenth century (Vico, Herder, Goethe, W. von Humboldt, Ranke). Ranke stressed that history, in contrast to philosophy, proceeds from the ‘particular’ (Besondere), but believed like Humboldt that the ‘particular’ always embodied an idea which could be apprehended only by immersion into the subject matter.” (Iggers 1990: 397). At the same time, German historicism is adverse to irrationalism. “A particularist approach thus did not exclude theory but rejected any attempt to force the concrete, particular past into a theoretical construct” (Iggers 1990: 397) Particularism also underlies the distinction between natural and cultural sciences. “Every society and culture was seen as a ‘web of meaning’ which needed to be understood in its concrete particularity (Besonderheit) rather than ‘explained’ causally. Well into the twentieth century this notion was preserved in the writings of Ortega y Gasset, Collingwood, and more recently Gadamer. (Ibidem my italilcs). In his Historik (1868), Johann Gustav Droysen had articulated these ideas as the foundation of a historical science: “Assuming the link between individuals as meaningful wholes which constituted the historical world and history in a broader sense, Droysen sought to formulate principles for a science of history, the scientific character of which consisted in going beyond the evidence established by the critical examination of historical sources to an understanding of the coherence of history. The latter however, was to be arrived at not through the deductive of inductive logic of natural sciences but through what Droysen called ‘interpretation’. This assumed that the historian studied entities which were capable of being understood because they embodied sets of meaning.Thus for Droysen as for Wilhelm von Humboldt, Savigny, or Ranke, history was a hermeneutical science.” (Iggers 1995: 132; my italics)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk32941779]   At first sight, particularism might resemble some kind of radical empiricism; but unlike empiricism, whose basic claim is that there is no knowledge prior to sense perception, the particularism of the German historicists was rooted in the idealist notion of a meaningful and supra-empirical order of the world.[endnoteRef:7] Moreover, the knowledge of each particular is not acquired by means of mere perception, but through a special kind of insight, a perceptual and intellectual grasping of the presence of that particular being in the world, and insight that blends the immediacy of the rationalist principle of intuition—disentangled of its deductive complement— and the comprehensive awareness of the artistic or moral imagination.[endnoteRef:8] The holistic, Gestalt-like nature of this process is captured in the empathetic tinge of the word “understanding”.[endnoteRef:9] As the changing climate of ideas of the turn of the 20th century undermined the metaphysical assumptions of this Weltanschauung, historicism suffered its first crisis, marked by the issue of historical and moral relativism (Troeltsch 1922: 572-590).[endnoteRef:10]  [7:  “Basic to German idealism and to the optimism of German historicism is not the concept that reality was idea, but that the world is a meaningful process.” (Iggers 1988: 14). “Leopold Ranke very early distinguished between what he called a historical from a philosophical approach. His argument as the while philosophy sought to reduce reality to a system which sacrificed the unique qualities of the historical world, history chose to acquire an understanding of the general through immersion in the particular. (...) Both assumed a coherence hidden behind the phenomenal world. While Ranke stressed the necessity of proceeding from a critical reconstruction of the events which constitute history, he was also convinced that out of this reconstruction of the past “wie es eigentlich gewesen” [how it really was], the great forces which shaped history would become apparent. For him every individual as well as each of the great supraindividual institutions, whether states, nations, churches, or cultures, constituted a concrete meaningful whole which fit into the broader economy of the divine will. The purpose of historical study was therefore not exhausted by the narrative reconstruction of a factual past but consisted in grasping the overarching coherence into which this past fit”. (Iggers 1995: 131)]  [8:  “Intuition is a form of rational insight. Intellectually grasping a proposition, we just “see” it to be true in such a way as to form a true, warranted belief in it…Deduction is a process in which we derive conclusions from intuited premises through valid arguments, ones in which the conclusion must be true if the premises are true… Metaphorical characterizations of intuition as intellectual “grasping” or “seeing” are not enough [to justify the act of intuition as support of a warranted belief]  and if intuition is some form of intellectual “grasping,” it appears that all that is grasped is relations among our concepts, rather than facts about the external world. One current approach to the issue involves an appeal to Phenomenal Conservatism, the principle that if it seems to one as if something is the case, then one is prima facie justified in believing that it is so. Intuitions are then taken to be a particular sort of seeming or appearance” (Markie 2017) The visual character of intuition and its conceptual enmeshment in the philosophy of German idealism are highlighted by one of the founding fathers of German Historicism: “The past is a ‘holy hieroglyph’ manifest in each historical period”. Cfr. Leopold von Ranke, quoted by Charles Beard, Historical Relativism, in Stern, Fritz (Ed.) Varieties of history, New York: Random, 1973, p. 318. The hermeneutical and theological notion of “signs of the times” is better understood against this background. For the religious undertones of German historicism, see also Vallas, Steven P. (1979). “The Lesson of Mannheim’s Historicism.” Sociology, vol. 13, no. 3: 459–474, especially 463-364.]  [9:  The intuitive aspect of particularism opens the door to a variety of supra-rationalist approaches to the justification of knowledge, morals, and politics. That explains the influence that historicism had throughout the 20th century on a broad range of currents of thought, from anti-positivism to spiritualistic philosophies, as well as on artistic or religiously-oriented thinkers who found in historicism a veritable foundation for their own attempts to transcend what they perceived as the anti-humanistic bias of positivism and its heirs, or to bridge the realms of poetry and mysticism with that of discursive thought. This was especially noticeable in Latin America, even to this day.]  [10:  “What protected this stress on the particular against epistemological or ethical relativism was the residual idealistic notion of a meaningful human universe. The key weakness of this orientation, apparent once its metaphysical basis ceased to be credible, is its lack of clear conceptualization and of intersubjective criteria of evidence” (Iggers 1990:397). For an in-depth survey of the “first crisis of historicism” see Iggers 1988: 124-228. This crisis was largely moral, and was by no means limited to the historiographical profession—it was widespread in Western culture, as both a symptom and an effect of the secularization process and the loss of centrality of the Catholic Church and Christianity in general in the modern world. “Within an academic community whose members were overwhelmingly conventionally religious, the historicizing and relativizing of ethical and religious standards caused widespread personal anxiety (Novick 1993: 523). In The Absolute Truth of Christianity (1902), Troeltsch acknowledged that the historical study of Christianity had destroyed the claim of Christianity to be the one true religion; the fruitless attempt to try revert this situation lead Pope’s reaction against modernism. Cfr. His enciclical letter Pascendi Dominici Gregis, from September 8, 1907, and the Holy Office’s decree Lamentabili sane exitu, from July 3 of the same year.] 

    In the aftermath of the “second wave” of historicism, a new crisis erupted, this time more clearly cognitive than the first one (although its fundamentals were already present back then) and centered around epistemic relativism and the problem of objectivity (Novick 1993: 523-572; Reiss & Sprenger: 2017). The “second crisis of historicism”, that reached its peak during the so-called “science wars” of the 1990s (Nickles 2020), was contemporary to the rise of structuralism, poststructuralism, deconstruction, postmodernism, postcolonial theory, and cultural and gender studies in the United States, as well as to the appearance of “New Historicism” in literary studies (Novick, cit.; Wood 2008; Veeser: 1989). The shockwaves of that crisis continue to reverberate across the intellectual and political landscape of our time.   
    At the risk of making some far-fetching generalizations, I think that the issues involved in the “problem” of historicism—considering historicism as one single, analytical concept—could be summarized as follows: 
a) Epistemological issues concerning the nature, limits and foundations of knowledge, the notions of objectivity, truth, meaning and incommensurability, and the historical or universal character of political concepts and rationality. These issues correspond to the descriptive sphere of political and social science. 
b) Practical or normative issues, concerning the ethical and political consequences of the different epistemological positions covered in the previous point, including axiological or value ethical and political relativism, and the arguments for their justification.
     These two sets of problems are intertwined with the debate over the Enlightenment and the nature of Modernity. It is within this three-pronged conceptual framework that I will analyze the work of Koselleck and Skinner.  
     Over the past few decades, “relativism” became one of the most contentious terms in the intellectual world, hurled over as an insult or wielded as a badge of honor across the cultural wars divide. Despite its ubiquity, however, the word means different things in different contexts, and its analytical usefulness depends on how it is defined. (Baghramian & Carter 2019).[endnoteRef:11] I will primarily use it in the sense of epistemic relativism, “the thesis that cognitive norms that determine what counts as knowledge, or whether a belief is rational, justifiable, etc. could vary with and are dependent on local conceptual or cultural frameworks and lack the universality they aspire or pretend to”. (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:12] Epistemic relativism leads us to question not only the belief in the undisputable existence of an objective world and the notion of truth as a correspondence between our perceptions and the objects “out there”, but also the very notion of a universally valid rationality, as it is understood as a historic construction, forced upon the colonized and subaltern peoples of the world by the imperialist West.[endnoteRef:13]  [11:  “Relativism is the view that every belief on a certain topic, or perhaps about any topic, is as good as every other. No one holds this view…The philosophers who get called “relativists” are those who say that the grounds for choosing between such opinions are less algorithmic than had been thought” (Rorty 1982: 166)]  [12:  “No fact could be established an sich [in itself]; in the last analysis there were only ‘interpretations,’ each of which bore the imprint of a certain outlook and to which alternatives could always be envisaged or conceived (Gardiner 1981: 152)]  [13:  “Earlier defenses of epistemic relativism centered on the idea of alternative rationalities and were often developed as a reaction to the charge of irrationality leveled at non-Western tribal people. Rationality traditionally is seen as a cognitive virtue as well as a hallmark of the scientific method. The complex notion of rationality is intimately tied to requirements of consistency, justification, warrant and evidence for beliefs. Relativists about rationality cast doubt on the universal applicability of one or more of these features of rational thought, and deem them merely local epistemic values.” (Baghramian & Carter 2019).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk33121028][bookmark: _Hlk33175181]   As we mentioned while referring to the “first historicist crisis,” there is a direct connection between historicism, particularism and epistemic relativism.[endnoteRef:14] But despite that connection, and despite the crucial influence played in it by German philosophy and Germany’s historical conditions in general, the rise of relativism must be described in a larger context.[endnoteRef:15] “After all, the problems of historicism were part of a broader crisis of consciousness in the modern Western World” and some of the most important representatives of that school, like Benedetto Croce, R.G.Collingwood and José Ortega y Gasset, were not even German (Iggers 1995: 138).[endnoteRef:16]  [14:  Here is how a noted German positivist regarded that relation: “At the end of the 19th century, and in the beginning of the 20th, historicism became more relativistic than before by its new emphasis on the singularity of every historic situation, fact, or event [Italics in the original]. This singularity seemed to preclude generalizations of the type possible in the natural sciences.” This connection, however, does not necessarily preclude the possibility of universally valid knowledge. “While this is true to some extent, it cannot bar generalizations based on the matériel with which history works, such as astronomic, geographic, physical, and biological conditions of human life. Whenever and wherever man lives he needs sleeps and food, he is a child before he reaches maturity, and he is mortal. Even in this new stage, therefore, historicism did not necessarily negate the possibility that science might be able to ascertain some universal laws governing human external and internal life; nor did it imply a denial of God. That certain questions, such as God’s reality and the validity of ultimate value judgments, are inaccessible to science does not follow from the singularity of historical events, nor was it derived from it.” (Brecht 1969: 186)]  [15:  “[R]elativism as we know it did not arrive fully-armed upon the scene [138-139]; it was foreshadowed by a number of (…) conceptions which variously contributed towards the formation of a mode of thought that has since acquired a momentum of its own. The outline of this approach only became clearly established during the course of the 19th century and in a manner which (…) owed much to current developments in German philosophy.” (Gardiner 1981: 138-139).]  [16:  “Historical relativism was not restricted to Germany. Much of modern thought reflected a profound awareness of the apparent ethical meaningless of the world, the irrationality of man, and the absurdity of history. Historical reason thus participated in the destruction of faith in reason and purpose in human affairs.” (Iggers 1988: 28). Nevertheless, why historicism appeared in Germany at the time that it did constitutes a valid historiographical question. See infra, section 2.1 and 2.2.  ] 

    That larger context is provided by the debate over the Enlightenment[endnoteRef:17] and the critique of Modernity.[endnoteRef:18] As we said earlier, German Historicism was a reaction against Enlightenment’s notion of natural law, and in general, against any abstract standard imposed more mathematico over concrete peoples and cultures with disregard of local and cultural singularities. Above all, it was a reaction against the idea of a universal Reason, capable through the never-ending expansion of science and technology to find a solution for any problem, and against the cult of Progress, entailed by that idea.[endnoteRef:19] “The Counter Enlightenment had a significant influence on Hegel, Nietzsche, and Dilthey, who in turn have shaped relativistic thinking in certain strands of continental philosophy, postmodernism and cultural studies.” (Baghramian & Carter: 2019). [17:  The religious undertones of the term “Enlightenment”, itself a metaphor linking the image of light with knowledge, should be discussed more thoroughly. The contrast between Light (previously a Christian metaphor: see Gospel of John, 1) vs. Tenebrae also betrays an eschatological and apocalyptic frame of mind. There is a “logical” continuity between the metaphor of Enlightenment and that of the rebirth of humanity, or Renaissance, which brought forth the modern idea of history—the idea of the present as distinct from the past. The images of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment are parallel to the notion of Modernity.]  [18:  It was to address the historical centrality of the social, political and cultural changes brought forth by the Enlightenment and the French Revolution that Koselleck developed his Saddelzeit hypothesis or theory of modernity; see infra, section 2. “In its most ambitious historiographical (or, critics might say, barely veiled political) form, conceptual history was to illuminate the dialectic of the Enlightenment (the original title of Koselleck’s dissertation, which was renamed Critique and Crisis when he realized that the title existed already). The project of Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe as a whole was deeply informed by the somewhat skeptical perspective on modernity as an age of ‘ideologizations’…What Koselleck and his contributors called the modern Sattelzeit—the period when the basic concepts took on their modern meaning or at least when the range in which their meaning could be contested become limited—was also one of enormous social upheaval, a general sense of acceleration, the ‘ideologization’ and ‘democratization’ of increasingly abstract concepts—and thus a new kind of mass politics and…the reign of dangerous philosophies of history” (Müller 2012: 78)]  [19:  Gardiner has summarized the basic tenets of the Enlightenment as follows: “Of central importance was the presumption that human beings are endowed with a common nature, a set of mental attributes and powers that remain broadly constant from age to age and milieu to milieu … A corollary of this approach was the belief that clear-cut methods exist for the investigation and solution of every problem irrespective of its nature and context; if there was dissention, this could only be due to ignorance of confusion. Moreover, insofar as each man was endowed with reason, it was in principle open to the individual to discover the truth by following the guidance of his own judgement and experience, as opposed to relying blindly upon tradition or tamely submitting to (…) some external authority. Thus the pursuit of free enquiry, systematically undertaken and untrammeled by prejudice was confidently expected to guarantee the unlimited furtherance of knowledge in every field.” (Gardiner 22).] 

  Among Germans of the Napoleonic era, the anti-Enlightenment sentiment took an explicitly Anti-French, patriotic penchant (Iggers 1988: 7). Even liberal Germans had been hostile to the excesses of the French Revolution. However, it would be a mistake to simply identify historicism with the Counter-Revolutionary movement: German nationalists of the early XIX century, like Wilhelm von Humboldt and Baron v. Stein, were conservatives that supported the predominant role of the Prussian state in political and social affairs, but their conservatism was subordinated to the liberal ideal that such state should guarantee the civil rights of its citizens.[endnoteRef:20] And Johann Gottfried Herder, the leading figure of German Anti-Enlightenment and the main promoter of the notion of Volkgeist, believed in a cosmopolitan and humanist kind of nationalism (Iggers 1988: 6-7)[endnoteRef:21]  [20:  This should caution us against the simplistic identification of historicism with counter-revolutionary thought, an identity favored by the so-called Whig interpretation of history (Butterfield 1965). For the complex relationship between German historicism and political authoritarianism see Iggers 1988: 6-7, and infra, section 2.]  [21:  In contrast with this cosmopolitan view of nationalism stands Jules Michelet’s Romantic view, with its emphasis in the ethnic roots of the French nation and people (Michelet 1992)  ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk33632298]    Rejecting the abstract universalism of the Enlightenment, its German critics focused instead on the study of history, local customs and language and their influence in the shaping of human thought.[endnoteRef:22] “Herder … not only railed against the rational, universalizing and science-oriented ethos of the Enlightenment but, much like later relativists, also argued that different nations and epochs have their distinct preferences in ethical and aesthetics matters as well as their varied conceptions of truth and we are not in a position to adjudicate between them.” (Baghramian & Carter: 2019). His contemporary Johann Georg Hamann’s views on language resembled even more closely postmodern epistemic relativism. “He maintained that language is the ‘instrument and criterion of reason’ [and that] the rules of rationality are embedded within language, which in turn, is governed by local norms of custom and use” (Ibidem).  [22:  Despite historicism’s anti-Enlightenment bent, Dilthey considered relativism the culmination of Enlightenment: “The historical consciousness of the finitude of every historical phenomenon, every human or social state, of the relativity of every sort of belief, is the last step toward the liberation of man. With it, man attains the sovereign power to wring from every experience its content, to surrender wholly to it without prepossession…. Every beauty, every sanctity, every sacrifice, re-lived and expounded, opens up perspectives which disclose a reality… And, in contrast with the relativity, the continuity of the creative force makes itself feel as the central historical fact.” (Dilthey 1923–1936, vol. 7: 290-291; citado en Hodges 1944: 290-91, my italics).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk41157778]    Decades later, Hamann’s views were prolonged by Nietzsche, “possibly the single most influential voice in shaping relativistic sensibilities in 20th century continental philosophy.” (Ibidem). Nietzsche—who paradoxically was a critic of historicism (Nietzsche 1985; Westacott 2018) insisted on the idea that language was structurally penetrated by different kind of prejudices and assumptions, which were inevitably projected by speakers on to their experience; therefore “there was no such a thing as a bare unmediated awareness.” (Gardiner 1981: 152). Although he didn’t use the word “relativism”, Nietzsche stated that all concepts and descriptions are “only an interpretation and arrangement of the world (according to our own requirements, if I may say so!)—and not an explanation of the world” (Nietzsche 1996 [1886a]: §14) and that “there is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective knowing” (Nietzsche 1968 [1886b]: §540)” In other words, the notion of an objective reality dissolves for him into a bundle of subjective and ever changing interpretations. (Baghramian & Carter 2019). 
[bookmark: _Hlk39321225]   This was a revolutionary statement: since Plato, the theory of knowledge supposed the existence of an objective reality, some form of substantial entity persisting beyond the appearances of the senses and the web of human opinions. Far from that being the case, said Nietzsche, knowledge was inseparable from the subject’s perspective (he referred to an “optics” of knowledge; Anderson 2017). Ignoring this fact only makes us unaware of the distortions that those perspectives have on the apparent objectiveness of external realities, and, above all, of the power exerted by the supposedly neutral observer on the framing and definition of those realities (Nietzsche 1998: 12). Independently of his own intentions, what came to be called Nietzsche’s perspectivism—the idea that “no single account of truth or reality can occupy a privileged position, for such accounts are only one of many perspectives that prevail at a given time in history” and that there is no other way to assert “the legitimacy of our own perspective (than) try to impose it on other people through our ‘will to power’” (Baghramian & Carter: 2019)—became one of the basic tenets of postmodern philosophies.[endnoteRef:23]  [23:  Richard Rorty made a point of the essential identity between Nietzsche’s ideas and the pragmatism of William James and John Dewey.  “I see Nietzsche as the figure who did most to convince European intellectuals of the doctrines which were purveyed to Americans by James and Dewey. A lot of what Nietzsche had to say can be viewed as following from the claim that ‘knowledge in itself’ is as impermissible a concept as ‘thing-in-itself’ and that his suggestion that “[the categories of reason] represent nothing more than the expediency of a certain race and species – their utility alone is their ‘truth’”.  His famous description of “How the ‘True World’ Became a Fable” in Twilight of the Idols is, except for the sneers at Christianity, pretty close to Dewey’s vision of Europe’s intellectual progress” (Rorty 1991: 2) The great difference between Nietzsche and the American pragmatist is the former’s rejection of democracy and its potential for social reform: “Nietzsche disliked both his country and his century, so the Emersonian combination of self-reliance and patriotism found in James and Dewey is alien to him … All he took from Emerson, so to speak, was the self-reliance; there is no analogue in his writings to Emerson’s American sense of a new kind of social freedom. When Nietzsche read Emerson’s abolitionist polemics, he presumably regarded them as merely the unfortunate residue of Christian weakness in an otherwise strong man.” (Rorty 1991b:2). This political difference aside, Nietzsche’s anti-essentialism was for Rorty the most clear European equivalent of pragmatist ideas about reality and truth. “Nietzsche was as good an anti-Cartesian, anti-representationalist, and antiessentialist as Dewey. … If all you are interested in is epistemology and philosophy of language, as opposed to moral and social philosophy, it will not make much difference to your subsequent culture whether you read Nietzsche or the classical pragmatists. Further, it is as easy to graft the later, linguistified pragmatists –Quine, Putnman, Davidson—onto Nietzsche as it is to graft them onto Dewey. Indeed, when you switch over from Deweyan talk of experience to Quinean-Davidsonian talk of sentences, it becomes easier to get the point of Nietzsche’s famous remark, in Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense, that truth is ‘a mobile army of metaphors’” (Rorty 1991b: 2-3) “[N]o description—or if you like, no interpretation—is closer to reality to any other; some of them are more useful for some purposes than others, but that’s about all you can say. Nietzschean perspectivism, which says you can’t rise above interpretation and get the facts, or dig down below interpretation and get the facts, is substantially the same thing as I meant before when I said that pragmatists try to get rid of the appearances-reality distinction.” (Rorty 2000b: 2:10’’)] 

   A few years after Nietzsche’s death, Max Weber provided a now classic description of the perspectivist thesis. In his 1904 article Objektivität, Weber made an “original combination of the Neo-Kantian thesis of the inexhaustibility of reality by any attempts at conceptualization with the Nietzschean thesis of the inevitability of such conceptualizations as partial and partisan perspectives for understanding the phenomenon…concepts cannot be extrapolated from ‘reality’ but are to be constructed and constantly revised by human agents in order to better understand the world” (Palonen 2012: thesis 2; Weber 2011b). In other words, our knowledge and conceptualization of the empirical world is never free of a certain perspective.[endnoteRef:24] “The history of the human sciences is a history of constructions, revisions, and dissolutions of perspectives. There are no ‘objective’ criteria for assessing research except for the competition of the perspectives themselves. The significance and the validity of ‘facts’ can always be assessed differently when judged from another perspective. Empirical analysis is a possible means of challenging a definite perspective or changing the constellations between concurrent perspectives, but as such it is never sufficient. (Palonen 2003: 2).[endnoteRef:25]  [24:  Situationists theories of knowledge, or the thesis that knowledge depends on the point of view of the observer (the standpoint theory) are a direct descendant of Nietzschean and Weberian perspectivism (Reiss & Sprenger 2017).]  [25:  Weber replaced the idea of an objective, external reality by an intersubjective criterium of knowledge validation, expressed in the principle of methodological individualism. “For Weber, the commitment to methodological individualism is very closely related to the commitment to verstehende (or interpretive) patterns of explanation in sociology” (Heath 2015). The phrase methodische Individualismus was coined by Weber's student Joseph Schumpeter, but the idea was introduced by Weber himself in the first chapter of Economy and Society. We usually talk about “social collectivities, such as states, associations, business corporations, foundations,” says Weber, “as if they were individual persons.” (Weber 1968: 13, my italics). Methodological individualism stipulates that “in sociological work these collectivities must be treated as solely the resultants and modes of organization of the particular acts of individual persons, since these alone can be treated as agents in a course of subjectively understandable action” (Weber 1922: 13, my italics). “The reason for privileging individual action in sociological explanation is that only action is ‘subjectively understandable’. Weber reserves the term ‘action’ to refer to the subset of human behavior that is motivated by linguistically formulated or ‘meaningful’ mental states. (Generally speaking: coughing is behavior, apologizing afterwards is action.) Updating the terminology somewhat, we can say that the defining characteristic of an action is that it is motivated by a mental state with propositional content, i.e., an intentional state. The importance of action for Weber is that we have interpretive access to it, by virtue of our capacity to understand the agent's underlying motive. This permits the social scientist to “accomplish something which is never attainable in the natural sciences, namely the subjective understanding of the action of the component individuals” (Weber 1922, 15). Action-theoretic explanation is central to social-scientific analysis, therefore, because without knowing why people do what they do, we do not really understand why any of the more large-scale phenomena with which they are embroiled occur.” (Heath 2015, my italics). “Individualistic” is a rather misleading term, since it suggests an empiricist or atomist distinction between individuals and collective or organic entities. Weber´s approach is not empiricist in this sense; his focus is entirely methodological: since “only individuals possess intentional states (…), the methodological privileging of actions entails the methodological privileging of individuals. Thus the ‘individualism’ in methodological individualism is more a byproduct of its central theoretical commitment than a motivating factor.” (Heath 2015). Therefore, we must differentiate between weberian methodological individualism and ontological individualism or atomism, for which Heath reserves the expression “unqualified individualism”. For political debates as a rhetorical model for the Weberian notion of objectivity, see Palonen 2010. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk38133512]  The dissolution of the object into a changing bundle of perspectives turns the notion of truth as a permanent, stable concept into a moot point, and the philosophical or scientific “search for the truth” into a meaningless intellectual enterprise.[endnoteRef:26] “We cannot even define the questions and fields which should be considered to be central [to approaching the truth], because they are determined differently in various perspectives. Moreover, they change historically from one situation to another (Palonen 2003: 2). Thus, epistemic relativism and perspectivism end up undermining any foundationalist view of knowledge, the ultimate justification of the theory of natural law and religious ethical world-views.[endnoteRef:27] [26:  As an elaboration on Nietzsche’s ideas, Weber’s approach to objectivity and truth is also consistent with American Pragmatism; see supra, note 25.  ]  [27:  Foundationalism is the epistemological view that “all knowledge or justified belief rest ultimately on a foundation of noninferential knowledge or justified belief.” Hasan, Ali and Fumerton, Richard, "Foundationalist Theories of Epistemic Justification", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL: [https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2018/entries/justep-foundational/]. Opposite to this view is anti- or non-foundationalism, the dominant stance in post-modern philosophy; see infra. A third view, post-foundationalism, argues that “we can have reasonable knowledge but not certainty based on pure facts or pure reason” and therefore “act rationally and creatively but not entirely free from the influence of the society in which we have our being. It is these three traditions, and perhaps also others, with their different answers to the problems of knowledge and freedom that now constitute the thought of our time.” (Bevir 1997: 32). Foundationalism has been widely accepted in Western philosophy since the classical era until the 20th century. There is an equivalent debate in contemporary theology; see Shults 1999, 2003.] 

   I already mentioned the centrality of the question of objectivity in the so-called second historicist crisis.[endnoteRef:28] I must now refer briefly to three other interconnected issues, which serve as a bridge between the descriptive and normative spheres: the effects of perspectivism and epistemic relativism in the nature of historical and political concepts; the problem of incommensurability; and the historicity of reason.  [28:  Cfr. Novick 1993, cit.] 

   The first issue can be summarized as the distinction between particular/concrete and universal/abstract, a distinction that is directly linked to the historicist principle of individuality. From the descriptive point of view, what I will call (in a simplification of the nuances of this concept) the historicist view emphasizes the preponderance of the particular and concrete over abstractions (theories, concepts, natural sciences) as the source and justification for knowledge of all things human. When this epistemological focus is turned onto the existential realities of individual and social life, the historicist view questions the universal validity of concepts such as freedom or democracy, arguing that they must be understood, more historico, within the temporal and spatial context in which they are used.
[bookmark: _Hlk39157185]   The notion of incommensurability, which in Ancient Greek meant the lack of common measure between two mathematical elements, was popularized in the 1960s after the work of Thomas Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend to refer to the absence of a neutral observational language able to appraise rival claims between competing theories or scientific paradigms (Oberheim & Hoyningen-Huene 2018).[endnoteRef:29] I am using the term in a more general sense to refer to the lack of common ground among ideological or social discourses, and even of the very possibility of any interaction among them—an insurmountable gap of meaningfulness. This view is generally ascribed to postmodernism.[endnoteRef:30] In this sense, incommensurability is the cognitive expression of the dissolution of social and cultural bonds (Koselleck 1972a: 108).[endnoteRef:31]  [29:  “[To] claim that two theories are incommensurable is [to] claim that there is no language, neutral or otherwise, into which both theories, conceived as sets of sentences, can be translated without residue or loss” (Novick 1993: 531-532, n. 8). “Kuhn wrote of scientists operating under different paradigms as ‘living in different worlds’” (Idem: 531)]  [30:  “Because there is no common set of assumptions in terms of which their conflicting claims or viewpoints can be adjudicated (there is no universal “reason” or “truth”), discourses are for the most part incommensurable. The basic imperative of postmodern politics, therefore, is to create communities in which the integrity of different language games is respected—communities based on heterogeneity, conflict, and ‘dissensus’.” (Wolin 2020). Cfr. also Chakravartty 2017.]  [31:  In Palonen’s words, “when there are today no common concepts in political and social matters any longer, there is no Gesellschaft or ‘society,’ in a strong sense of the concept … No unitary, total or monopolizing form of Vergesellschaftung [socialization] in the Weberian sense, exists. The increasing conflicts and incommensurabilities in the political and social language in the contemporary world are, pace Koselleck, both indicators of and factors in the dissolution of such quasi-topological concepts as ‘society’.” (Palonen 1997: 48-49)] 

   We can further distinguish between temporal and spatial commensurability. Temporal commensurability allows us to compare political and social concepts across different historical periods. An extreme example of this view are Arthur O. Lovejoy’s unit-ideas (Lovejoy 1964), the perennial concepts dismissed as a-historical by both Koselleck and Skinner. On the opposite pole, an extreme version of contextualism, such as the one defended by Skinner during much of his career, says that political concepts are only meaningful within the historical period in which they were used. Spatial commensurability is the equivalent to temporal commensurability among cultures and languages; extreme particularism states that all political concepts are idiosyncratic and inextricable from the culture in which they developed, and that they cannot be transferred to other cultures without an irreparable loss of meaning. An emphasis on epistemic relativism and incommensurability—both temporal and spatial—can lead to irrationalism and nihilism [endnoteRef:32]; on the other hand, the idea of the temporality of concepts—or more generally, the emphasis on the particularity principle—does not necessarily imply the abandonment of any notion of rationality. [32:  “According to Nietzsche, ‘will to truth’ cannot be content with the metaphysical construction of a grand metanarrative, whether it be monotheistic religion or modern science, and growing self-consciousness, or ‘intellectualization’ à la Weber, can lead only to a radical skepticism, value relativism, or, even worse, nihilism. According to such a Historicist diagnosis of modernity that culminates in the ‘death of God,’ the alternative seems to be either a radical self-assertion and self-creation that runs the risk of being arbitrary (as in Nietzsche) or a complete desertion of the modern ideal of self-autonomous freedom (as in early Foucault). If the first approach leads to a radical divinization of humanity, one possible extension of modern humanism, the second leads inexorably to a ‘dedivinization’ of humanity, a postmodern antihumanism.” (Vattimo 1988, 31–47). Skepticism, the thesis that human knowledge is, in many or in all regards, impossible, existed of course since Antiquity. Plato himself elaborated his theories mostly in response to what today we would call the constructivist theories of reality of the sophists, who denied the existence of any objective truth. Although some of their expressions could be traced back to those antecedents, contemporary relativism is not directly related to those forms of skepticism.  ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk39858793]   From claiming that concepts are inherently historical to claiming that rationality itself is historical, there is a small step; Weber himself took it. “[R]ationalism [in the sense of the rationalization of Western civilization] is an historical concept that convers a whole world of different things” (Weber 1976: 78). His oeuvre is built around the research of the historical conditions that led to “the development of the ‘specific and peculiar rationalism’ that distinguishes Western Civilization form every other (Brubaker 1984: 1). Critics that dismiss Weber’s thesis as Eurocentric and teleological (Kim 2019) miss the main point of his argument, i.e. that once you have stated that rationality is a historical construct, you can go on to justify alternative conceptions thereof. In other words, Weber can be rightfully considered the forerunner not only of historicist theories of scientific rationality (Nickles 2020) but also of anti-Western and postcolonial theories of rationality.[endnoteRef:33]  [33:  To highlight that rationality developed in “Western civilization and in Western civilization only” (Weber 1976: 13) was a statement of historical fact seemingly undisputable at Weber’s time. But, even when his own assessment of non-European contributions to that product betrays an undeniable Eurocentrism. “Taken together, then, the rationalization process as Weber narrated it seems quite akin to a metahistorical teleology that irrevocably sets the West apart from and indeed above the East” (Kim 2019) and even when his stress on the “universal significance” (Weber’s italics) of this particular historical development appears to claim Western civilization’s superiority over other civilizations, the historical nature of rationality doesn’t exclude in principle the possibility of other historical developments in other parts of the world or times. Despite his criticism, Kim hints at the potential non-Western appropriation of Weber’s thesis: “At the same time, nonetheless, Weber adamantly denied the possibility of a universal law of history in his methodological essays. Even within the same pages of Vorbemerkung, he said, ‘rationalizations of the most varied character have existed in various departments of life and in all areas of culture’.” (Kim 2019)] 

[bookmark: _ftnref1]   One of the consequences of this view is that the idea of a universally valid, rational knowledge, is a myth, or rather a fetishization of Western rationality, tainted by imperialism and colonialism abroad and the marginalization of racial, sexual, or social minorities within Western societies.  This thesis, which is common to postcolonial and subaltern studies (Bhabha 2007; Fanon 2004; Said 2017; Spivak 2010) as well as to some gender and feminist theories, was advanced in the late 1960s and early 1970s in Argentina by a number of intellectuals identified with the Philosophy of Liberation and Latin American philosophy movements (Ardiles, Assman, Casalla, Cerutti, Cullen, De Zan, Dussel et al.: 1973; Zea 1974). These intellectuals—most of whom had a strong Catholic education and a militant involvement with the reformist wing of the Church—were engaged in the political struggles of that era and generally supported the left wing of the Peronist party.[endnoteRef:34] In pointing out the differences between Levi Strauss’s structuralism and Third World perspectivism, one of the leading figures of those movements, Alicia Podetti, wrote that “primitive, barbarous, irrational, are not scientific but political categories; their purpose is to designate the enemy within or outside, to justify the injustice done on the victim” (Podetti 1969: 47, my translation). Situated knowledge was not just a matter of epistemological interest—it was a tool of political struggle, social revolution and national Liberation (Podetti 2007: 49-50). And in her reading of Hegel, Podetti made a particularistic justification of Latin America’s identity as the source and goal of a “liberated” national thought (Podetti 1981).[endnoteRef:35] [34:  The overall influence of Catholicism in Argentinian thought is still a matter of research. In his study on French thought, Sudhir Hazareesingh says that it has certain features, such as essentialism (the  notion of la France essentielle that persists beyond all changes) and universalism (the penchant for general ideas) that keep reappearing throughout French history; moreover, the identification of France with an universal ideal evokes a secularized version of Christianity (Hazareesinhg 2015). In Argentina, a nation very much influenced by French culture, essentialism is also a common feature of the general discourse, the notion of a providential government also seems a secularization of Christian ideal society, and the national kind of exceptionalism has biblical resonances (The Chosen People). The French preference for universalism, however, seems to be displaced by a radical particularism. As for the latter’s cultural origins, it must be noted that German scholarship played in Argentina—unlike what has happened historically in Spain, with its traditional academic links to German culture—a distant second role to French and even British sources. Perspectivism, however, penetrated deep into its cultural landscape through the work of Ortega y Gasset, who spent several years of his exile from Francoist Spain in Buenos Aires and whose work was published there and widely read in Latin America during his lifetime.]  [35:  Podetti is one of Pope Francis’s favorites authors. While still Archbishop of Buenos Aires, then Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio wrote the preface to the reedition of Podetti’s translation of Hegel’s Introduction to the Phenomenology of the Spirit (Podetti 2007).] 

  A critic of this Latin Americanist school of thought said that it is built upon a principle of “specifism,” a radical form of particularism, which he described as the premise of epistemological populism (Terán 1991: 98). Epistemological populism provides a justification for the prevalence of historicist particularism over abstract theorizations, and equates them, respectively, with national and popular culture on the one hand and foreign cultural influence on the other. The cultural divide between national-popular and foreign had its political translation in the struggle for national Liberation against the oppression of imperialism, colonialism and its local allies, the anti-popular segments of society and their vested interests.     
   The last sentence is an appropriate introduction the practical consequences of epistemic relativism, the normative sphere of analysis of the present article. Of these practical consequences, which cover both ethics and politics, we are going to focus on the latter, although their fundamentals are essentially the same. In any case, this is not just an axiological problem for history or political theory, but for theology, law, and social theory in general (Wittkau 1994).
 This problem can be summarized as follows: in an epistemically relativistic world, how can we justify the preferability of a political concept or system—freedom, democracy, liberalism, authoritarianism, fascism, etc.—over another? The problem is compounded by the fact that our relativistic consensus forbids us from recurring to the foundationalist, substantialist or natural-law-type of justifications of the past. In this article, I am going to explore the solution that two major representatives of contemporary historicism gave to this problem.[endnoteRef:36] In order to do so, I will first have to a make a presentation of their own theoretical approaches to the conceptualization of history and politics.  [36:  Koselleck described his own position as “reflective historicism” and Skinner's as a “rigorous historicism,” according to which all concepts occur as unique speech acts (Koselleck 1996: 62).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk31111765]   Those approaches have been described as part of the “linguistic turn” of late 20th century philosophy and humanities, both within the German hermeneutic-phenomenological tradition (Koselleck) and the Anglo-American ordinary language philosophy tradition (Skinner).[endnoteRef:37] More specifically, Palonen has distinguished between Koselleck’s temporal perspective and Skinner’s rhetorical perspective (Palonen 2012), a distinction that I will adopt to frame my presentation of their thought.     [37:  “The acceptance of a certain ambiguity and the corresponding historicity of concepts was already detectable in the ancient rhetoric and sophistics Historical approaches to language in the 20th century can be, in Saussurean terms, characterized by their common insistence of the priority of la parole over la langue. Hermeneutics, speech act theory and the new rhetoric are the most prominent variants of such approaches” (Palonen 2012, thesis 11).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk37090516][bookmark: _Hlk35956925]

2. Begriffsgeschichte

[bookmark: _Hlk36480351]The term Begriffsgeschichte was first used in the German-speaking world by Hegel; Max Weber and Carl Schmitt would later use it too, albeit in a non-Hegelian way.[endnoteRef:38] But as a historiographical school it only appeared in West Germany in the late 1950s and early 1960s, conceived as a “program for specifically investigating historical change and the making of modernity in a national (German) context.” (Müller 2014:77). This school is identified with Otto Brunner, Werner Conze and Reinhardt Koselleck, its main representative and theoretical thinker.[endnoteRef:39] [38:  The German school of conceptual history rejects any form of substancialization or ontologization of concepts, such as the one exposed in Hegel’s philosophy. Instead, and following Max Weber, it emphasizes the heuristic function of concepts (Palonen 1997: 65). For Weber as a predecessor of Begriffsgeschichte, see Palonen 2019: 49ss. Schmitt’s obvious reference to this term is The Concept of the Political; in his Political Theology, he also highlighted the need for a “sociology of concepts”. “Das heuristische Prinzip dabei ist, daß ein solcher Begriffswandel sich vornehmlich zwischen 1750 und 1850 vollzogen hat, derart, daß bei gleichen Worten erst seit der Mitte des vorigen Jahrhunderts der heutige Bedeutungsgehalt soweit feststeht, daß er keiner ’Übersetzung’ mehr bedarf. Der heuristische Vorgriff führt sozusagen eine ”Sattel-Zeit” ein, in der sich die Herkunft unserer Präsenz wandelt. [The heuristic principle here is that such a conceptual change took place primarily between 1750 and 1850, in such a way that, given the same words, today's meaning—to  the extent that it no longer needs a 'translation'—has only been established since the middle of the last century. The heuristic anticipation, so to speak, introduces a "saddle time" in which the origin of our presence changes.](Koselleck: 1967: 82)]  [39:  In his monumental Land and Lordship, Austrian historian Otto Brunner (1898-1982) was the first who systematically developed the notion of the historicity of concepts, which would later become the school’s trademark. Werner Conze (1910-1986), who also had a controversial role in the historical justification of Nazi Germany’s Lebensraum policy, was a member of the Schieder Commission, a group of  historians convened by West Germany authorities to document the displacement of the German population from East and Central Europe after World War II. Reinhart Koselleck (1923-2006) will be the focus of our next section.] 


2.1 Origins and general characteristics

[bookmark: _Hlk36481615]Grounded on the hermeneutical, circular notion that language and history condition each other, Begriffsgeschichte (from now on, BG) is usually presented as part of the linguistic turn in 20th century philosophy and human sciences.[endnoteRef:40] Finish scholar Kari Palonen describes it as a paradigm shift in the Kuhnian sense[endnoteRef:41], a shift from “topological” to “temporal” concepts, that is, from concepts understood as ahistorical units, in the fashion of Lovejoy’s perennial ideas,[endnoteRef:42] to cognitive constructs that incorporate the experience of historical change into its own meaning (Palonen 1997: 42 and passim). The latter perspective implies accepting the radical ambiguity of historical and political concepts.[endnoteRef:43] Yet the prevalent academic view in the late 1950s was that concepts should be as timeless, univocal, and axiologically neutral as possible.[endnoteRef:44] It was against this academic ideology, says Palonen, that the BG school made the “historical, ambiguous and controversial character of concepts a precondition for studying politics, culture and history,” starting a real historiographical revolution. (Palonen 1997: 42).[endnoteRef:45] [40:  “Koselleck and company insisted that no conceptual history is possible without some kind of prior theory of historical times, and some account of the experience of time during a particular period. There is no experience without concepts, and no concepts without experience. (Müller 2014: 85)]  [41:  The concept of paradigm shift was borrowed by Jörn Rüsen from Thomas Kuhn (Kuhn 1962) by Jörn Rüsen (Rüsen 1986). Cfr. Iggers 1988: 277-278.]  [42:  Cfr. infra, pp. 21-22. On closer examination, however, Lovejoy never dismissed the importance of the historical context and even encouraged his students to always take it into account.]  [43:    One of Koselleck’s most famous slogans is that “concepts are always ambiguous”, vieldeutig (Koselleck 1972: 119). “The ambiguous, controversial and historical character of concepts can then be understood as a sort of resource in the Weberian sense of a Machtanteil in approaching the questions and contexts in which the concepts are used.” (Palonen 1997: 64-65) This ambiguity is linked to the notion of concepts as “knots of problems”—more graphically put, as battlefields. From a different (rhetorical) perspective, this same notion is central to Skinner’s conception of history. Cfr. infra for the comparison Koselleck-Schmitt on the polemical nature of historical concepts and politics.]  [44:  A similar situation was confronted by Skinner and his colleagues at the outset of the “Cambridge school” of linguistic contextualism. See infra, section 3.]  [45:  “Conceptual history signifies, above all, a revolution against two paradigmatic uses of concepts. In analytical philosophy, concepts are equated with definitions and are required to be as unambiguous, ahistorical and uncontroversial as possible. The popular dictionaries try to give to each word a definite ‘ordinary’ or ‘basic meaning’. Both paradigms, still taught to us in schools and universities, are powerful ‘enemies’ of conceptual history, although some sense of contextualization and historialization has made an intrusion into more qualified versions of both. In both paradigms the determination of the concepts is seen as a preliminary move, after which ’real’ philosophical and scientific problems can be dealt with.” (Palonen 1997: 42)] 

   To explain how and when this shift occurred, Koselleck developed his Sattelzeit (saddle time) hypothesis, according to which socio-political concepts took their modern meaning during the century spanning from 1750 to 1859.[endnoteRef:46] Simultaneously, this hypothesis is a “theory of historical times” that makes conceptual history possible. (Müller 2014: 84).[endnoteRef:47] During that century, Koselleck said, the Aristotelian concepts of nature and social life that had essentially remained unchanged for almost two millennia were replaced by new, “dynamic” or future-oriented concepts, whose meaning was no longer anchored in seemingly eternal definitions.[endnoteRef:48] It is also during this period that “collective singulars”–abstract concepts such as History, Progress, and Freedom—emerged for the first time in Western civilization, becoming a trademark of the Enlightenment.[endnoteRef:49] [46:  Koselleck introduced the image of the Sattelzeit in this passage: “Der heuristische Vorgriff führt sozusagen eine ‘Sattel-Zeit’ ein, in der sich die Herkunft unserer Präsenz wandelt”(Koselleck 1967: 82). Strictly speaking, the timeline mentioned above applies to German-language Europe. The translation of the Sattelzeit thesis to other parts of the world usually implied some tweaking of its temporal limits, but it roughly correspond to period covered by the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution.]  [47:  Cfr. infra, section 2.2, Kosellek’s macro-theory of conceptual change. “Koselleck always freely admitted that Sattelzeit was just a heuristic device, not so much a Begriff  as a Vorgriff, literally a theoretical anticipation, an attempt to get ahead of oneself to structure an investigation that otherwise would have amounted to mere ‘positivistic registration’ (though arguably not even that since one would not have known where to look for units of analysis in the first place) … Koselleck even nonchalantly revealed that the specific term Sattelzeit had occurred to him at the spur of a moment in order to make a funding application during the heyday of social history more plausible’ … ‘I invented the term and used it for the first time in commercial advertisements created to promote the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe—to  sell more issues.’ He also argued in retrospect ‘that the term Schwellenzeit (threshold period), might have been preferable’ to Sattelzeit.” (Müller 2014: 85 and note)]  [48:  “In Koselleck's understanding, concepts do not vary only according to their semantic field but also according to the temporal assumptions built into them. Thus, a concept such as Volk becomes a future-oriented concept at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Not only does this shift from past to future imply a different sense, for example, of the word Volk, it also implies a different sense of future. Moreover, this shift then assigns other concepts to the past, which it- self is also reconceived.” (Motzkin 1996: 41). In his pre-WWII work, Brunner had already explained how concepts linked to the traditional forms of life of the ancien régime lost their meaning in the wake of the social and economic changes ushered by the French Revolution, therefore becoming what Ortega y Gasset called "cadaverous concepts". Cfr. Brunner, Otto (1991).  Estructura interna de Occidente. Alianza Editorial [Inneres Gefüge des Abendlandes, 1958/1978].  Social and political concepts reflect this transformation, and at the same time are redefined by it. “Older concepts such as ‘democracy,’ ‘freedom,’ and ‘the state’ now denoted a new future-oriented perspective, that is, they became concepts in motion (Palonen 1997: 44; my italics). The “future-oriented” structural aspect of concepts is referred to by the notion of prognosis.]  [49:  One of these collective singulars is the German term for history. “The new collective noun Geschichte, formed between 1760 and 1780, made possible by the new experience of a specific historical time, and which also temporalized the concept of history, meant that “eine Verzeitlichung der Geschichte, die sich seitdem von der natural gebunden Chronologie trennt” ["a transcendence of history, which has since separated from natural chronology"; Koselleck 1967a: 207]…The temporalization of concepts is a special case of the temporalization of history.” (Palonen 2012: #22)] 

    The force underlying this process, says Koselleck, was a crucial transformation of the experience of time, its “denaturalization” (Palonen 1997: 44). Key to this process was the acceleration of events and the intensification of people’s perception of time, changes brought forth by the tide of political, social and technological changes that swept Europe since the mid-1700s.[endnoteRef:50] By focusing on concepts as both indicators and consequences of those changes, the Sattelzeit thesis highlights the interrelation between language and history.[endnoteRef:51] Moreover, Sattelzeit is both a theory of history and a theory of modernity: according to Koselleck, conceptual change was only possible in an era of acceleration, politization, temporalization, and democratization, the defining features of modernity. (Müller 2014: 84).[endnoteRef:52] Modern times and Geschichte are inextricably linked. [50:  “German political and social vocabularies were transformed at an accelerated speed and in certain specified directions. These changes in language both conceptualized rapid transformations in the structures of government, society, and the economy and helped produce determinate reactions to them.” (Richter 1996: 11) For the formulation of this process in the linguistic contextualist idiom, see infra, section 3. Cfr. also Motzkin, Gabriel (1996). On Koselleck's Intuition of Time in History. In Lehmann, Hartmut and Richter, Melvin (eds). The Meaning o/ Historical Terms and Concepts. New Studies on Begriffigeschichte. Washington, D.C.: German Historical Institute, pp. 41ss.]  [51:  “Changes in languages both conceptualized rapid transformations in the structures of government, society, and the economy and helped produce determinate reactions to them. The GG combines the study of the languages used to discuss state, society, and economy with identifications of the groups, strata, orders, and classes that used or contested such concepts.” (Richter 1996:11). By framing our understanding of historical reality, language and concepts set also the conditions of possibility of our political actions. “Because those who lived through the unprecedented rapid changes of modern history did not all experience, understand, and conceptualize structural transformations in the same way, their prognoses differed sharply, as did their consequent actions as members of different social formations and political groups. The range of alternatives depended upon the concepts available. What these concepts were, how they were contested, and the extent to which they remained constant, were altered, or created de novo are the integrating themes of the GG's project.” (Richter 1996: 10-11; my italics)]  [52:  Richter provides further description of these terms: temporalization (Verzeitlichung) is “the disposition to insert modern political and social concepts into one or another philosophy or horizon of history set out teleologically in terms of periods, phases, or stages of development”; the democratization (Demokratisierung) “of political and social vocabularies, which, prior to this period, had been specialized and relatively restricted to elite strata” that took place due to the “profound changes occurred in the manner of reading, what was read, the political messages delivered, and the size of the audiences to which they were directed”; ideologizability (Ideologisierbarkeit) is “the growing extent to which concepts could be incorporated into ideologies. “Under the systems of estates and orders characteristic of prerevolutionary Europe, political and social concepts tended to be specific and particularistic, referring in the plural to well-defined social gradations and privileges, such as the liberties of the Bürger (citizens) of a city, or to stories connecting chains of events. But beginning in the eighteenth century, those older terms remaining in use started to become more general in their social reference, more abstract in meaning, and hence took the linguistic form of -isms, or singular nouns, like “liberty,” which replaced such prior usages in the plural as “liberties,” or “history,” which replaced previously discrete narratives. These abstract concepts easily fit into open-ended formulae, which could be defined according to the interests of movements and groups competing for the ever-growing number of potential adherents. Finally, the politization (Politisierung) of concepts occurred as “old regime social groupings, regional units, and constitutional identifications were broken down by revolution, war, and economic change, political and social concepts became more susceptible to use as weapons among antagonistic classes, strata, and movements” (Richter, cit.: 12-13). For acceleration and historical intensity, see Motzkin, cit.] 

    The Sattelzeit hypothesis is the foundation of BG’s major achievement, the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe  (form now on, GG), an 8-volume lexicon of historical terms published between 1972 and 1997 by a team of scholars led by Brunner, Conze, and Koselleck, who was the main force behind the project and brought it to completion after the death of his colleagues.[endnoteRef:53] The lexicon comprises around 120 “basic concepts” presented in monographic essays ranging from an average of fifty pages to 100 pages and more.[endnoteRef:54] Their goal was “to provide, for the first time, reliable information about past uses in German of political and social concepts by assembling systematically extensive citations from original sources; to characterize the ways in which language both shaped and registered the processes of change that transformed every area of German[-speaking Europe’s] political and social life, from approximately the middle of the eighteenth century to the middle of the nineteenth; to sharpen one's awareness at the present time of just how one uses political and social language”. (Richter 1996: 10).[endnoteRef:55] In short, GG tried to provide “situated, that is, contextual accounts of how key concepts came into existence, were modified, or became transformed, always understanding that these concepts were contested” (Richter 1996: 13; my italics). In particular, it sought to identify three types of political and social concepts: “concepts long in use, such as ‘democracy,’ the meaning of which may still be retrieved and understood by a speaker of the [German] language today;  concepts such as ‘civil society’ and ‘state,’ whose earlier meanings have been so effaced that they can now be understood only after scholarly reconstruction of their prior meanings; neologisms such as ‘Caesarism,’ ‘fascism,’ or ‘Marxism,’ coined in the course of revolutionary transformations that they helped shape or interpret.” (Richter 1996: 11-12) Its most ambitious goal was to provide a philosophical foundation for the Geisteswissenschaften, or human sciences. (Müller 2014: 78) [53:  Cfr. Brunner, Otto; Conze, Werner; Koselleck, Reinhart (Hrsg.) (1992). Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches Lexicon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Band 7. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta. “Officially the lexicon had three editors: Koselleck, Brunner, and the social historian Werner Conze. But de facto it became Koselleck's project. He oversaw it from beginning to end, edited most of the chapters, and ended up writing a few of them (more than he had ever wanted) himself.” (Müller 2014: 78) “Comprehensive and highly structured, the GG could not have been planned and executed without Professor Koselleck's pointed historiographical queries and hypotheses.” (Richter 1996: 10).]  [54:  The difference between basic concepts and concepts in general is that the former are “an inescapable, irreplaceable part of the political and social vocabulary. Only after a concept has attained this status does it become crystallized in a single word or term such as “revolution,” “state,” “civil society,” or “democracy”. Basic concepts combine manifold experiences and expectations in such a way that they become indispensable to any formulation of the most urgent issues of a given time. Thus, basic concepts are highly complex; they are always both controversial and contested. It is this which makes them historically significant and sets them off from purely technical or professional terms. No political action, no social behavior can occur without some minimum stock of basic concepts that have persisted over long periods; have suddenly appeared, disappeared, reappeared; or have been transformed, either rapidly or slowly. Such concepts therefore must be interpreted in order to sort out their multiple meanings, internal contradictions, and varying applications in different social strata”. (Koselleck 1996: 64-65; my italics)]  [55:  “By understanding the history of the concepts available to us, we may better perceive how they push us to think along certain lines, thus enabling us to conceive of how to act on alternative and less constraining definitions of our situation. Thus, this work aims at much more than providing histories of concepts. It opens the way to understanding how those experiencing the historical formation of the modern world in German-speaking Europe conceptualized those great changes, incorporated them within their respective political and social theories, and acted upon these contested understandings. This program requires contributors… to look back as far as classical antiquity and forward to the conceptual usages of our own time.” (Richter 1996:10-11).] 

   The GG was a reaction against the idealism still dominant in German historiography after the war. “The founding editors were convinced that the traditional Geistesgeschichte (intellectual history) and Ideengeschichte (history of ideas) were seriously inadequate because they did not treat thought within its context, because they did not address the question of what historical actors thought was at stake when they disputed the meanings and uses of abstract terms in use, or else they proposed new language.” (Richter 1996: 13).[endnoteRef:56]  [56:  Koselleck and his colleagues suspected Ideengeschichte and Geistesgeschichte “not only of being methodologically flawed, but of having pernicious political consequences (whether nationalism, conservatism, or simply political passivity)” (Müller 2014: 79). For an assessment of the historical profession in West Germany in the aftermath of WWII, see Olsen 2012: 29-31.] 

   At the beginning, the linguistic approach of what would become known as BG was modestly presented as an auxiliary to the social history practiced back then in West Germany.[endnoteRef:57] Eventually, Koselleck rejected the approach of Gesellschaftshistoriker like Hans-Ulrich Wehler and Jürgen Kocka, who were deeply influenced by the Weberian and American sociological tradition, and asserted the superiority of his own hermeneutical perspective (Olsen 2014: 211ss) while at the same time acknowledging the ultimate extra-linguistic condition of historical reality.[endnoteRef:58] Social historians, for their part, dismissed BG as just another turn of the old historicist screw (Richter 1996: 11).[endnoteRef:59] As a theory of modernity, the GG wanted “to determine how German speakers perceived, conceptualized, and incorporated into their vocabulary those accelerated changes that took place between the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution.” (Richter 1996: 69).[endnoteRef:60] “In its most ambitious historiographical (or, critics might say, barely veiled political) form, conceptual history was to illuminate the dialectic of the Enlightenment (the original title of Koselleck’s dissertation, which was renamed Critique and Crisis, when he realized that the title existed already).” (Müller 2014: 78)  [57:  “Koselleck’s first programmatic article, Richtlinien für das Lexikon politisch-sozialer Begriffe der Neuzeit, written in 1963 and published in 1967 in Archiv für Begriffsgeschichte, hardly claims to initiate a new and ‘revolutionary’ research programme…[The article’s] purpose is not a general presentation of Begriffsgeschichte, but that of the Lexikon…For Koselleck, it was not possible to start by simply writing histories of concepts in terms of their internal history, without placing the whole enterprise into a wider context: erst ein theoretischer Vorgriff, der einen spezifischen Zeitraum festlegt, öffnet überhaupt die Möglichkeit, bestimmte Lesarten durchzuspielen und unser Lexikon aus der Ebene einer positivistischen Registratur auf die der Begriffsgeschichte zu transponieren [Only a theoretical anticipation, which defines a specific time period, opens up the possibility to play through certain readings and to transpose our lexicon from the level of a positivistic registry to that of the history of terms]. (Theoriebedürftigkeit, 22) (Palonen 1997: 43-44). “In Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte (1972) Koselleck emphasizes two crucial points: ‘Kritik an der unbesehenen Übertragung gegenwärtiger und zeitgebundener Ausdrücke des Verfassungslebens in die Vergangenheit” [“Criticism of the unseen transmission present and timed expressions of the constitutional life in the past"] and “Kritik an der Geschichte von Ideen, sofern diese als konstante Größen eingebracht werden” [criticism of the history of ideas, provided that these are introduced as constant quantities"] (op.cit, 115). These points were already central to Brunner’s classical work Land und Herrschaft, cfr. Koselleck’s comment in Palonen 1997: 44.]  [58:  “[T]he GG has utilized both the history of concepts (Begriffsgeschichte) and structural social history. Its program is anti-reductionist, positing the mutual interdependence of both types of history… Thus, as formulated by Professor Koselleck, Begriffsgeschichte simultaneously refuses to regard concept formation and language as epiphenomenal, that is, as determined by the external forces of “real history”; while, at the same time, he rejects the theory that political and social languages are autonomous and discrete “discourses” unaffected by anything extra-linguistic.  (Richter 1996: 11) Koselleck will further elaborate on the extra-linguistic character of social reality with his historic anthropology theory; see infra, p. 11.]  [59:  “The marriage to social history was one of convenience (…) and quarrels quickly ensued. Koselleck ever more openly suspected social history in the Bielefeld mode of being more or less teleological (in particular with its theory of a special German path of development, or Sonderweg). He also thought social historians were uncritically and, in a sense, ahistorically adopting nineteenth-century concepts such as class, nation, and bourgeoisie. In the end, Koselleck would abandon the term ‘social history’ altogether and speak only of the history of facts or events ( Sachgeschichte or Ereignisgeschichte). Social historians returned the compliments. In their eyes, conceptual his­ tory was at best a ‘dead end,’ as Hans-Ulrich Wehler, the doyen of social history, once put it. At worst, it was ‘historicism,’ or part of a conservative revival of a certain kind of idealism, with dangerous political consequences for the progressive projects of social history in particular.” (Müller 2014: 79)]  [60:  “The GG was meant to help us understand when and why ideologies first emerged so as to combat ideological thinking in our own times and places. And, by specifying alternatives excluded by ideologies, the GG may suggest categories of thought and patterns of action previously unidentified and unavailable. Recently we have seen how retrieving the concept of civil society has turned out to be valuable to those who have emerged from the repressive setting of the former Soviet bloc.” (Richter 1996: 13)] 

    Because of its criticism of the Enlightenment and modernity, BG has been described as conservative.[endnoteRef:61] A conservative streak—even a counterrevolutionary one—is indeed clear in Brunner’s work, which Fernand Braudel denounced as illiberal,[endnoteRef:62] and Koselleck’s views on modernity are heavily influenced by Schmitt’s (Müller 2014: 75).[endnoteRef:63] Inevitably, the relevance that those influences had on Koselleck’s theoretical assumptions lead to the question of the relationship between BG and Nazism. Brunner, Conze, and Schmitt were members of the NSDP (Schmitt had a strained relationship with the party, but remained notoriously un-apologetical about his Nazi past until his death)[endnoteRef:64]. Koselleck, who served in the war, was too young to have any meaningful political involvement during the Third Reich.[endnoteRef:65] To tackle this question, we must first consider how BG deals with the relation between past and present—the passage between the descriptive and the normative.  [61:   “The project of Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe as a whole was deeply informed by the somewhat skeptical perspective on modernity as an age of ‘ideologizations’…What Koselleck and his contributors called the modern Sattelzeit …was also one of enormous social upheaval, a general sense of acceleration the ‘ideologization’ and ‘democratization’ of increasingly abstract concepts—and thus a new kind of mass politics and…the reign of dangerous philosophies of history” (Müller 2014: 78).]  [62:  Cfr. Pardos & Sáez Arace 1991:13.]  [63:  “Brunner also pursued political goals with his kind of conceptual history: the point of Land und Herrschaft was not merely to admonish historians that a nineteenth-century distinction between state and society was profoundly mis leading when projected onto feudal orders; he actively sought to undermine and, ultimately, abolish that distinction as such. At the meeting of the German historical profession in 1937 he demanded nothing less than a ‘revision of basic concepts.’ … [A]fter the war, Brunner  replaced Volk with “structure” throughout Land and Lordship. Schmitt, barred from teaching, retreated into a semiprivate world that hardly allowed him (at least officially) to further the kinds of histories and sociologies of concepts he had called for earlier. Of course, he did influence individual historians, above all sensitizing them to the importance of changing and contested Begriffe: Koselleck and the ancient historian Christian Meier are only the best known. (Müller 2014: 82). For Schmitts’s influence on Koselleck, see infra, page 12ss.]  [64:  Despite having being banned from teaching after the war, Schmitt continued to be in close contact with the younger generation (Olsen 2012)]  [65:  In his dissertation Kritik un Krise, Koselleck defined his position with regards to Nazism: as his fellow German historians Friedrich Meinecke and Gerhard A. Ritter, “Koselleck thought that Nazism was not a German but a broader European phenomenon, having its roots in the in the birth of modern European Civilization, beginning with the French Revolution”. (Olsen 2014: 44). But unlike Meinecke’s Die deutsche Katastrophe and Ritter’s Europa und die Deutsche Frage, “Kritik und Krise was not an attempt to rehabilitate German idealism and the national political tradition [but rather] an attempt to illuminate (…) the dangerous relation between ‘terror and unquestioned political confession [Glaubensgewissheit], between dictatorship and the total claim of salvation [Erlösungsanspruch] (Ibidem)] 

   During the early years of the GG project, the editors considered that present-day political concepts did not need any historical clarification, assuming that their meaning could be grasped by anyone. “In other words…nothing directly normative (…) followed from the diagnosis of the modern age”. (Müller 2014: 80). The historical contextualization of this contextualist historiographic school helps understand this point: the general plan of the GG was designed at the high point of the Cold War, when West Germans, still under the dark cloud of their recent past, recoiled from political engagement (Palonen 1997: 43-44; Olsen 2014: 45). However, it would be a mistake to think that, even at that time, Koselleck and his colleagues were oblivious to the normative consequences of their work. One commentator remarks that “at least a mildly conservative or liberal conservative position resulted [from the historical study of concepts]: a sense that our realm of expectations should be ‘controlled’ by past experience” (Müller 2014: 80). That “semantological control” of the present-day use of political language offered by the concepts studied in the GG translated in practical terms in a “Postulat der Prognosenkontrolle”, a postulate intended “to control prognoses about the future.” (idem).[endnoteRef:66] There was after all the normative light that BG could shed on contemporary political discussions (Müller 2014: 79-80). There is no doubt that this wary detachment from politics was a consequence of the awareness of Die deutsche Katastrophe brought in by Nazism and the collapse of Germany in WWII.[endnoteRef:67]  [66:  One of the aims of the Lexikon was “eine semantologische Kontrolle für unseren gegenwärtigen Sprachgebrauch” [a semantic control for the present use of language” (Koselleck 1967: 83). “[T]he application of conceptual history to the past already meant a questioning of abstract and ahistorical definitions.” (Palonen 1997: 44). This questioning leads to the intersection between the descriptive (historical) and normative (political) aspects of BG.]  [67:  “Then there was also Koselleck's Tocquevillian thesis about the advantages of the defeated: ‘Im Besiegtsein liegt ... ein unausschopfbares Potential des Erkenntnisgewinns.’ [In defeating lies ... an inexhaustible potential for gaining knowledge]. The difference between victor  and vanquished  in fact forms part of Koselleck's historical anthropology.” (Müller 2014: 80, note16)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk36754640]  Does BG have then an anti-liberal and antimodern bias? The accusations of such bias have been usually presented in some kind of genealogical argument rather than in methodological or historiographical terms (Müller 2014: 81). The problem with those arguments is that they are a form of genetic fallacy, the logically improper inference of the truth or falsity of a belief from the knowledge of its origin or cause.[endnoteRef:68] But the deep particularistic outlook of BG does not necessarily imply that BG is “contaminated” by Nazism or by any other volkisch ideology. The historicist primacy of the particular and the understanding of concepts as political battlefields, arguably a sign of Schmitt’s—and ultimately Nietzsche’s—[endnoteRef:69] influence in Koselleck’s ideas, are equally found in Skinner’s nominalist contextualism, that bears no mark of Schmitt’s or Brunner’s work (but in whom we do find the common influence of Nietzsche) (Müller 2014: 82).[endnoteRef:70] [68:  The term ‘genetic fallacy’ was first used in Cohen & Nagel:1934.]  [69:  Palonen has highlighted Weber’s relevance as an immediate precedent for Schmitt’s war-like vision of politics and intellectual life. “Max Weber’s well-known distinction between science and politics should not prevent us from recognising that his view of scholarly activity has resemblance to politics in several respects. Both refer to forms of contingent and controversial striving for power shares and their redistribution, and in so far is the scholarly activity part of politics. This does not hold only for the struggles for academic power shares but also for the contest between theories and approaches among scholars. Weber’s own use of concepts for contesting or legitimising standpoints or perspectives is worth discussing. Weber uses different rhetorical strategies. Occasionally he refers to a seemingly shared sense of a concept but subverts the apparent consensus and advocates an entirely different view. For example, when Weber defends ‘objectivity’ this does not refer to the object-dependency of research but to the fair competition between different perspectives of interpreting the object. He also uses rhetoric of provocative laughter, for example against the politically dilettantish ‘ink bottle’ literati.  Demagogy is a concept that Weber uses in depreciating, neutral or appreciating tone depending on the context. Also in his academic politics Weber prefers the politician to the official. (Palonen 2019: 27). For Weber’s influence on Skinner, see infra, p, 16]  [70:  “Observers have argued that the importance of the ‘concrete’ context and the conception of the essence of politics as conflict are problematic legacies of Schmitt’s thought in Koselleck’s work—even going so far as to claim that the latter essentially put forward conceptual history as ‘a form of intellectual military history’ (with the historian as a kind of ‘war correspondent’) … ‘Koselleck and I both assume that we need to treat our normative concepts less as statements about the world than as tools and weapons of ideological debate. Both of us have perhaps been influenced by Foucault’s Nietzschean contention that ‘the history which bears and determines us has the form of a war’ [Skinner 2002: 177].  Or so Quentin Skinner observed, probably inventing a Foucauldian influence on Koselleck, but correctly reminding everyone that he and Koselleck share a certain view of politics-even though Skinner appears to have undergone no Schmittian or, for that matter, Brunnerian education in the way that Koselleck obviously did. Put simply, it is not enough to show that Koselleck had a conception of politics as conflict, or that Brunner, like Koselleck, posited a historical break, or "saddle time," to be able to claim that conceptual history is somehow secretly Schmittian“ (Müller 2014: 82). See also Motzkin, cit., and infra, on Skinner and perspectivism.] 

   Finally, any overall assessment of BG must weight not only its contribution to historiography and historical theory but also to political science. “For scholars concerned with political and social thought in the past, Begriffsgeschichte enables them to avoid anachronism and to penetrate to the original meanings of the texts they read, as well as to the practical goals of their authors…For political theorists today who discuss the meaning and application of such subjects as justice or equality, the Begriffsgeschichte of the GG is more closely fitted to their needs than any other type of historical treatment. Conceptual history enables political philosophers to perceive the relationship between past and present uses” (Richter 1996: 13-14).[endnoteRef:71]  [71:   “The research program of the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe arguably had varying success: rather than actually uncovering changing understandings of concepts, at least some of the contributors just traced the changing official or semi-official definitions (and semantic environments) of words, especially from one lexicon entry to another over time. Still, regardless of the more or less lexicometric merits of individual chapters, there was a sense that the roughly 7,000 pages of what often simply came to be called "the GG" represented a monumental achievement in scholarship. So much so that a contributor like Gumbrecht later concluded that the lexicon was really a "pyramid of the spirit"-highly impressive, similar to the pyramids, as far as the necessary time for completion was concerned (about twenty years), but never to be built again, even in different versions, and more of a museum really than anything anyone would consider for present-day use.” (Müller 2014: 80)] 


[bookmark: _Hlk37259407]2.2 Reinhart Koselleck: The Temporal Perspective

Reinhart Koselleck, BG’s leading theoretical mind, spent much of his life working on a Historik, or systematic presentation of his theory of history, but this project remained unfinished and underdeveloped. “In the end, much of what he wrote either about or for the famous lexicon (…) takes a pragmatic approach.” (Müller 2014: 74). Moreover, many of Koselleck’s ideas on theory and methodology changed significantly over the years.[endnoteRef:72] [72:  “Koselleck’s analytical categories and hypothesis were always in flux and aimed at conducting empirical research rather than in forming a definite analytical framework. In fact, as he rarely explained the more exact relation between his analytical features, Koselleck’s method will be portrayed as somewhat unsystemaytic.” (Olsen 2012: 5). “The work of R. Koselleck can be divided into several kinds of texts which have different significance to Begriffsgeschichte. Besides the monographs Kritik und Krise and Preußen zwischen Reform und Revolution, the anthology Vergangene Zukunft and the articles in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, his publications largely consist of articles published in collections, sometimes not easily attainable even in German university libraries. This has led to a situation in which Koselleck often repeats some themes, examples and even formulations, which makes close reading difficult if the texts are read in relation to each other. It is not easy to distinguish ‘similarities’ from ‘differences’, and the same holds for deciding on which are just reformulations and where significant conceptual shifts can be identified.” (Palonen 1997: 43)] 

  To clarify this issue, Palonen distinguished six “horizons of meaning” of the concept of BG. According to this classification, BG should be considered as: (1) a subfield of historiography; (2) a method of historiography; (3) a strategy of textual analysis; (4) a micro-theory of conceptual change; (5) as a macro-theory of conceptual change; and (6) a revolution in the understanding of concepts, the “paradigmatic shift” addressed above. (Palonen 1997: 40- 41) In (1)-(3), BG is considered as “a kind of method”, whereas in (4)-(6) the term is used rather as synonymous to historical theory. (Palonen 1997: 41).[endnoteRef:73] In this section, I will focus on (4) and (5), which are the foundation of the other meanings.  [73:  Palonen’s point is that “an important aspect of the conceptual changes in Koselleck’s programme manifests the shift of interest from method to theory. However, not every historical treatment of concepts deserves the name of conceptual history in the Koselleckian sense (…) To speak of conceptual history presupposes reflection on how we can speak of ‘histories of concepts’ and write about them; furthermore, one must ask why precisely concepts appear as units worth of special historical analysis. An answer to both questions is programmatically discussed by Koselleck. In his programme, conceptual history is always more than conceptual history. It forms a perspective on or a method of approaching the histories of other units as well: ‘In our method, concepts are treated as more than meanings of terms that can be unambiguously defined.’ [Koselleck 1996: 64] … Besides these ‘methodological’ aspects, Koselleckian conceptual history contains a perspective on the practices of using concepts in politics and culture.” (Palonen 1997: 41-42).   ] 


[bookmark: _Hlk31645002]The micro-theory of conceptual change. This layer corresponds to the relations between words, concepts and things (Sache). “Conceptual history is not only a history of concepts in the narrow sense, but also a history of the relations of concepts to words and to objects.” (Palonen 1997: 49) The point of Koselleck’s program, adds Palonen, “is to include the external history into conceptual history and to relate the internal to it, and vice versa” (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:74] Koselleck does not conceive those relations as an empirical, reductionist correspondence between thought and things; on the contrary, it is the various discrepancies between things, words and thoughts what matter to him.[endnoteRef:75] “The obvious value of the discrepancy thesis is to point to the chances and challenges involved in the hiatus between the angles of the triangle. There is no reason to expect an end to conceptual changes one day, at least if the language and the objects continue to be subject to change.” (Palonen 1997: 50; my italics). We are fully immersed in a Nietzschean-Weberian perspectivist world.[endnoteRef:76] [74:  Key to this program is the distinction between semasiology, or history of meaning (Bedeutung), and onomasiology, the history of naming (Bezeichnung), (Koselleck 1967: 84-85). “For more specified, monographic studies, the introduction of neologisms or the use of synonymous expressions for some concepts and the politics of naming can, however, be of greater value.” (Palonen 1997: 50). According to this categories, conceptual change in Koselleck’s early programmatic statements could be classified as: a)  semasiological changes of meaning in the interpretation of a concept, for example “democracy”; b) onomasiological changes of naming in the vocabulary related to the concept, as when the same word is used to name a phenomenon which is different from the one originally named by that word; and c) referential changes in the relations of the concept to the object. (Palonen 1997: 51) The Koselliack distinction between meaning and name allows also some interesting parallel with the distinction native- analytical concepts; cfr. infra, p……]  [75:  “Immer wieder ist ein Hiatus zwischen sozialen Sachverhalten und dem darauf zielenden oder sie übergreifenden Sprachgebrauch zu registrieren. Wortbedeutungswandel und Sachwandel, Situationswechsel und Zwang zu Neubenennungen korrespondieren auf je verschiedene Weise miteinander“. [Again and again, a hiatus is to be registered between social situations and the language which aims at or overlaps them. Changes in the meaning of words and changes in the subject, changes in the situation, and the necessity of new descriptions correspond to each other in different ways] (Kosellec 1967: 121; quoted in Palonen 1997: 50). See also Richter 1986, 1990, 1994, Palonen 1995a).]  [76:  Palonen suggests reserving the term Sache (thing) as reference to “the inexhaustible aspects of ‘reality’,” Kant’s unknowable thing in itself, a notion kept by Weber and interprets Sachverhalte (facts) in a nominalistic way, as the product of the referentiality of language. “Then the ‘object’-side of the triangle, too, would be compatible with Nietzschean-Weberian perspectivism. [Koselleck] considers ‘the reality’ to be inexhaustible with words and concepts, but subject to perspectivistic and partial attempts at conceptualization (cf. Weber 1904, 180-181)” (Palonen 1997: 50-51). Referential language “consists of expressions of some experiences, for which neither the conventional vocabulary nor the existing forms of conceptualizations appear as adequate.” (Ibidem). This is why the language and conceptual apparatus of an era are inadequate to express the novelty of unexpected events. For the Weberian-Nietszche perspectivism in Skinner, see infra.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk31624574][bookmark: _Hlk31624819]   In order to understand and explain that world, historians require some sort of definitions. Koselleck seems to have modified his view on this topic: while in his earlier work he quotes approvingly Nietzsche’s dictum “Definierbar ist nur was keine Geschichte hat” [“You can only define what has no history”] (Koselleck 1972: 120), in later writings he concluded that historical knowledge depends on the definitions of the terms we use to talk about the past.[endnoteRef:77] In any case, definitions do not exhaust the meaning of a concept the way analytical definitions or unit ideas do— they rather identify a “problem” (Palonen 1997: 52). Definitions are thus translations of concepts from the source language of the past to the present-day language, concepts, and problems. The very need for such a translation is a reminder of the historicity of concepts: without contemporary definitions, the past would remain silent (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:78] [77:  “Was überhaupt wissenschaftlich begriffen werden kann, hängt von der Definition oder Umschreibung und der Verwendung der Begriffe ab.“ [What can be understood scientifically at all depends on the definition or description and the use of the terms.] (Koselleck 1983: 51).]  [78:  This view is heavily indebted to Brunner’s studies on constitutional history “Meine These lautet, daß auch eine stringente, gerade eine stringente Begriffsgeschichte nicht ohne gegenwartsbezogene Definitionen auskommt. Das ergibt sich aus Brunners Werk. Eine quellensprachlich gebundene Darstellung der Verfassungsgeschichte wird stumm, wenn die vergangenen Begriffe nicht übersetzt oder umschrieben werden. Sonst handelt es um eine Textwiedergabe alter Quellen im Verhältnis von 1:1. Übersetze ich aber Begriffe wie Land und Leute, Haus und Herrschaft, Schutz und Schirm, so bin ich genötigt, sie für heute zu definieren. Auch jede umschriebene Interpretation läuft logisch auf eine Definition ex post hinaus.’ [My thesis is that even a strict, especially a strict conceptual history, cannot do without contemporary definitions. That follows from Brunner's work. A source-language depiction of history becomes silent if past terms are not translated or circumscribed. Otherwise it is a text reproduction of old sources in a ratio of 1: 1. But if I translate terms such as land and people, house and lordship, protection and umbrella, then I am obliged to define them for today. Every circumscribed interpretation logically amounts to an ex post definition.] (Koselleck 1983: 13-14).] 

    Crucially, definitions also enable comparisons across historical time and geographical and cultural space (Koselleck 1983: 11-12). Notably, this seems to undermine one of BG’s major theoretical claims—the unfixed temporal nature of concepts. Indeed, Koselleck says that once historical phenomena are bundled up into one concept, that concept becomes something unique and unchangeable; the example he provides is the classical concept of polis.[endnoteRef:79] How can he justify the use of “ahistorical”, bound-up definitions without giving away the unavoidable ambiguity of concepts, their fluid, unresolved condition as “knots of problems”? Palonen comes to Koselleck’s rescue with his own distinction between conceptual and conceptional history: “[T]he Aristotelian conception of polis has its singular history, a history of tentative, formulations, etc., which is closed by the final exposition in the sense of ‘auf den Begriff bringen’.... It does not, however, end the history of the concept of the polis, to which another interpretation has been given. The ambiguity of the concepts means that they are subject to different interpretations or conceptions, each of which may be definite and even terminated in its internal history. Against this background, Koselleck argues that conceptual history is not only a history of conceptions, but one of the whole set of problems related to the linguistic triangle.” (Palonen 1997: 52-53).[endnoteRef:80] [79:  “Was jeweils auf einen Begriff gebracht wird, muß seine Geschichte gehabt haben. Sonst handelt es sich um einen empirie-freien Vorgriff. Aber einmal auf einen Begriff gebracht, sind die damit von einem Wort gebündelten Phänomene nicht mehr veränderlich. Das jeweils mit einem Begriff gemeinte ist mit dem Akt der Begriffsbildung der geschichtlichen Veränderung entzogen. Der Begriff der Polis des Aristoteles oder der res publica des Cicero ist einmalig, auch wenn er etwas Dauerhaftes oder Wiederholbares thematisiert. Ein solcher einmal gebundener Begriff entzieht sich der Veränderung. [“Whatever is put on a concept must have had its history. Otherwise it is an empirical free anticipation. But once put into a concept, the phenomena bundled with one word are no longer changeable. What is meant by a term is removed from historical change with the act of concept formation. Aristotle’s concept of polis or Cicero’s concept of res publica [and] Cicero are unique, even if they thematize something permanent or repeatable. Such a term, once bound, is beyond change.”]. (Koselleck 1983: 14)]  [80:  “For Koselleck, the history of a concept thus originates with the formation of a definite and singular conception, to which modifications and reinterpretations are joined…there are no ‘contemporary meanings’ of a concept, only contemporary controversies.” (Palonen 1997: 55)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk31632663]    The “object” side of the triangle is explored in more detail in Koselleck’s writings of the early 1970s and mid-1980s. Objects are “linguistically captured and mediated” [sprachlich eingeholt und vermittelt), yet somewhat pre-determined by extra-linguistic conditions.[endnoteRef:81] Further reflection on this issue led Koselleck to formulate his historical anthropology thesis, one the most disputed parts of BG’s theoretical edifice.  [81:  “Es gibt also außersprachliche, vorsprachliche – und nachsprachliche – Elemente in allen Handlungen, die zu einer Geschichte führen. Sie sind den elementaren, den geographischen, biologischen und zoologischen Bedingungen verhaftet, die über die menschliche Konstitution allesamt in die gesellschaftliche Geschehnisse einwirken. [“Therefore, there are non-linguistic, pre-linguistic, and post-linguistic elements in all actions that lead to a history. They are attached to the elementary, the geographical, biological and zoological conditions that all influence the social events through the human constitution.”] (Koselleck 1986: 95).] 

   Koselleck’s goal is to explain the conditions of possibility of historical knowledge. In order to achieve that goal, he distinguishes five basic meta-historical categories: earlier/later (Sterbemüssen-Totschlagenkönnen), friend/foe (Freund/Feind),  inner/outer (Innen/Außen), “ejectiveness” (a Heideggerian term, translatable as “being ejected into experience”)/generativity (Geworfenheit/Generativität) and above/below (Oben/Unten) (Koselleck 1987: 13-20).[endnoteRef:82] Koselleck arrives at these categories by a sort of a phenomenological reduction of human experience, presumably supported by some biological facts of life[endnoteRef:83]. The ontological stability of these categories is a counterweight to the fluid temporality of historical concepts (Koselleck 1971: 14). Indeed, Koselleck’s “historical” anthropology brings back a non-historical point of gravity into the perspectivist Geschichtlichkeit of BG. (Cfr. Palonen 2012: paragraph 30) [82:  The idea of extra-linguistic categories appears in Koselleck’s writings as early as 1972. “Ich erinnere an ‘Herr und Knecht’, ‘Freund und Feind’ oder an die Heteronomie der Zwecke oder an die wechselnden Relationen von Zeit und Raum im Hinblick auf Handlungseinheiten und Machtpotential oder an das anthropologische Substrat des politischen Generationswechsels. … sie verweisen auf jene Endlichkeit, die Geschichte sozusagen in Bewegung versetzt, ohne daß der Inhalt oder die Richtung solcher Bewegungen damit irgendwie erfaßt wurde” ["I remember 'Lord and slave', 'friend and foe', or the heteronomy of the ends, or the changing relations of time and space with regard to action units and power potential, or to the anthropological substratum of the political generation change...they refer to the finitude which sets history so to speak, without the content or the direction of such movements thus being grasped in any way"] (Koselleck 1972c: 11).]  [83:  “Through an anthropological interpretation of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit Koselleck further…complements the minimal temporal distinction between before and after by distinguishing between birth and death as well as through the spatial figures of inside and outside or above and below [Koselleck 1989: 658-660] Still, these categories are presented by Koselleck as pre-linguistic and based on ‘biological foundations’ (Palonen 2012: 53). In this regard, Koselleck “did not hesitate to call [the metahistorical oppositions of "earlier/later," "inner/outer," and "above/below”] ‘natural givens’ (given for all life, that is, including animals)” (Müller 2014: 86), The main point  Koselleck is making through these “biological” categories is that there are existential, structural limits to what is historically possible. “The anthropological categories tend… to mark insurmountable limits for the horizons of action. By them Koselleck tries to indicate spatial limits to temporalization, i.e. limits of historicity and of the politicizability of the human condition.” (Palonen 1997:63)] 

   Besides the obvious influence of Heidegger—whom Koselleck met at several seminars at Heidelberg[endnoteRef:84]—the schema shows our author’s indebtedness to Schmitt’s thought, specially his vision of language and political concepts as war.[endnoteRef:85] The very presentation of those categories as pairs of opposites evokes the Schmittean concept of politics as confrontation and inserts it at the heart of Koselleck’s understanding of history (Palonen 1997: 62) [endnoteRef:86] In other words: understanding a political or social concept in their historical context depends on accepting that all political concepts are the epistemic realization of some specific political conflicts. (Pankakoski 2010)  [84:   "Es handelt sich, im Gefolge Heideggers, um existentiale Bestimmungen, d.h. in gewisser Weise um transzendentale Kategorien, die die Möglichkeit von Geschichten benennen, ohne deshalb schon konkrete Geschichten hinreichend beschreibbar zumachen." [In the wake of Heidegger's, there are existential determinations, i.e. a sort of transcendental categories that identify the possibility of Histories without which concrete narratives cannot be adequately described] (Koselleck 1987: 20)]  [85:  See Niklas Olsen (2014): “‘Of all my teachers Schmitt was the most important.’ Reinhart Koselleck's intellectual and personal relations with Carl Schmitt”, Historisk Tidsskrift, 104 (1): 61–64. During his student years at Heidelberg, Koselleck met the scholars who would have the greatest impact on his intellectual development: Johannes Kühn, Karl Löwith, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Martin Heidegger, and Carl Schmitt. Except for Kühn (Koselleck’s dissertation director) none of them were professional historians; four of them were philosophers and one, Schmitt, was a jurist. Of the five men, Heidegger was the only one for whom Koselleck never paid a public tribute (Olsen 2012: 36, n.53. While all of them shared a skeptical view of the Modern world, only Schmitt and Heidegger were resolutely anti-modernist.]  [86:  “Sie sind geeignet, als Oppositionspaare, Strukturen der Endlichkeit aufzuzeigen, die durch gegenseitige Ausschließlichkeit Zeit- spannungen evozieren, die sich zwischen den und innerhalb der Handlungseinheiten notwendigerweise einstellen müssen. Geschichten ereignen sich nur deshalb, weil die in ihnen angelegten Möglichkeiten weiter reichen als sie hinterher eingelöst werden können. Dieser Überschuß von Möglichkeiten muß abgearbeitet werden um etwas ”in der Zeit” verwirklichen zu können. (Koselleck 1987: 21) [“As pairs of oppositions, they are suitable to show structures of finiteness that, through mutual exclusivity, evoke time tensions that must necessarily arise between and within the units of action. Stories only happen because the possibilities they offer go further than they can be redeemed afterwards. This excess of possibilities has to be worked through in order to be able to realize something ‘in time’”]. Palonen highlights also affinities with Walter Benjamin: “Somewhat analogously to Benjamin’s claim to replace historical categories by political ones (Das PassagenWerk, 495), this seems to mean an appraisal of politics as an experience which is more fundamental than history. (Palonen 1997: 63).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk35525096]The macro-theory of conceptual change and the rhetorical turn. Koselleck’s most original contribution to historical theory is his thesis about the conceptual paradigm shift that took place during the Sattelzeit (Palonen 1997: 56). In the previous sub-section I presented a general overview of this thesis; let us now take a closer look into it.
[bookmark: _Hlk37148741]   As Palonen explained, that paradigm shift consisted in the replacement of “topological” concepts, or concepts conceived in terms of space, by “dynamic” ones, concepts of movement endowed with a temporal structure (Ibidem). That replacement took place through a rhetorical operation—a metaphorical reinterpretation of the originally spatially-oriented concepts into temporally-oriented ones.[endnoteRef:87] “According to Koselleck, the only way to speak of time is metaphorical, because time is not independently observable (anschaulich).[endnoteRef:88] The metaphorical character of historical concepts is a precondition for Koselleck’s theory of historical times” (Palonen 1997: 57-58). [endnoteRef:89] A direct consequence of the metaphorization of concepts is their desubstantialization, which is the precondition for the temporalization of their meaning and what “makes the constituted ‘historical subjects’ always relative to those of the opposing agents.” (Palonen 1997: 58).[endnoteRef:90] The decontextualization, denaturalization, and desubstantialization of concepts provide the political reference to their ambiguity and controversiality; in other words, the metaphorization of topological concepts is not only a precondition for their temporalization but also a key to their politicization (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:91] [87:  “Wir verwenden nämlich immer Begriffe, die ursprünglich räumlich gedacht waren, aber doch eine temporale Bedeutung haben. So sprechen wir etwa von Brechungen, Friktionen, vom Aufbrechen bestimmter dauerhafter Elemente, die in die Ereigniskette einwirken“(Koselleck 1972c: 23) .“ [We always use terms that were originally intended spatially, but still have a temporal meaning. For example, we speak of breaks, friction, the breaking up of certain permanent elements that affect the chain of events]]  [88:  “[D]aß sich die Historie, soweit sie es mit der Zeit zu tun hat, grundsätzliche ihre Begriffe aus dem räumlichen Bereich entlehnen muß. Wir leben von einer naturalen Metaphorik, und wir können dieser Metaphorik gar nicht entrinnen aus dem einfachen Grunde, weil die Zeit nicht anschaulich ist und auch nicht anschaulich gemacht werden kann. Alle historischen Kategorien, bis hin zum Fortschritt, sind ursprünglich räumliche Ausdrücke, von deren Übersetzbarkeit unsere Wissenschaft lebt. (Koselleck 1972c: 23) [… that history, as far as it has to do with time, has to borrow its concepts from the spatial area. We live from a natural metaphor, and we cannot escape this metaphor for the simple reason that time is not vivid and cannot be made vivid. All historical categories, right up to progress, are originally spatial expressions, from the translatability of which our science lives.] Enlightement, for instance, is a “topological” metaphor turned into a historical concept.]  [89:   “Die Historie als Wissenschaft lebt im Unterschied zu anderen Wissenschaften nur von der Metaphorik. Das ist gleichsam unsere anthropologische Prämisse, da sich alles, was temporal formuliert sein will, an die sinnlichen Substrate der naturalen Anschauung anlehnen muß. Die Anschauungslosigkeit der reinen Zeit führt in das Zentrum der methodischen Schwierigkeit, über eine Theorie historischer Zeiten überhaupt sinnvolle Aussagen machen zu können. (Koselleck 1972c: 23) [ In contrast to other sciences, history as science lives only from metaphor. This is our anthropological premise, as it were, since everything that needs to be formulated temporally must be based on the sensual substrates of natural intuition. The lack of clarity of pure time leads to the center of the methodological difficulty of being able to make meaningful statements about a theory of historical times.] “Koselleck's point had been that it is impossible to have any kind of conceptual history-or for that matter to understand modern social and political concepts-without a theory of historical times, and, more particularly, of how experience and expectations are built into the very meaning of concepts. Put differently: we cannot see things their way, if we cannot grasp how they experienced time. To be sure, this is not a point that can be generalized. I can ask someone on the street for the way to the train station and expect to be able to make sense of their answer without an account of how they conceive time (though there might be curious exceptions). But if I ask about the conceptual history of "progress" or "democracy," the way "hope and action come together" (Koselleck) in these key concepts, or Leitbegriffe, and the way they anticipate the future-then I need to understand how, in modern times, these concepts have become "loaded" not just with diverse experiences, but also with expectations of the future and, consequently, particular images of time and history.” (Müller 2014: 86)]  [90:  “Die Entsubstantialisierung unserer Kategorien führt zu einer Verzeitlichung ihrer Bedeutung. So etwa läßt sich die Skala vergangener oder zukünftiger Möglichkeiten nie von einem einzigenHandlungsträger oder von einer Handlungseinheit her umreißen. Vielmehr verweist die Skala sofort auf die der Kontrahenten, so daß erst die zeitlichen Differenzen, Brechungen oder Spannungen die Tendenz zu einem neuen Realitätsgefüge ausdrucken können. Unversehens kommen so unterschiedliche Zeitverhältnisse, Beschleunigungs- und Verzögerungsfaktoren ins Spiel.“ (Koselleck 1972c: 25) [The desubstantialization of our categories leads to a temporalization of their meaning. For example, the scale of past or future possibilities can never be outlined by a single agent or by a unit of action. Rather, the scale immediately refers to that of the opponents, so that only the temporal differences, breaks or tensions can express the tendency towards a new reality structure. Different time ratios, acceleration and deceleration factors suddenly come into play]]  [91:  “In Weberian terms, the metaphorical character of temporal concepts signifies a moment of their Entzauberung [disenchantment]. This means an increased consciousness of the constructed, nominalistic character of political and social concepts.” (Palonen 1997: 58-59)] 

   Koselleck’s mid-1980s articles deal more explicitly with one of the main consequences of his paradigm shift thesis—the politicization of time, i.e., the political aspect of the attitudes adopted since the 18th century in the Western world towards the temporalization of experience and concepts.[endnoteRef:92] Two key concepts in this regard are “space of experience” (Erfahrungsraum) and  “horizon of expectation” (Erwartungshorizont), which Koselleck define as the metahistorical categories that mark the turning point from topological to temporalized concepts (Koselleck 1976).[endnoteRef:93] Since they connect past, present and future, experience and expectation are apt categories for dealing with historical time (Koselleck 2006:308). If experience is the lingering presence of the past into the present, or a past which is present[endnoteRef:94], expectation is the current anticipation of the future, a “future present” (Idem: 310 and passim). Koselleck emphasizes the asymmetric relationship between experience and expectation and the primacy of the latter over the former; that relationship unfolds through two paradigmatic concepts, progress and acceleration, in a radical “denaturalization of temporal experience.” (Palonen 1997: 60-61).[endnoteRef:95] The asymmetry between experience and expectation created the historical gap out of which grew the dynamic concepts that are the trademark of modern social and political language. (Silva 2009: 304)  [92:  “Seit der zweiten Hälfte des achtzehnten Jahrhunderts häufen sich zahlreiche Indizien, die auf den Begriff einer neuen Zeit in emphatischen Sinn hinweisen. Die Zeit bleibt nicht nur die Form, in der sich alle Geschichten abspielen, sie gewinnt selber eine geschichtliche Qualität. Nicht mehr in der Zeit, sondern durch die Zeit vollzieht sich dann die Geschichte. Die Zeit wird dynamisiert zu einer Kraft der Geschichte selber.“ (Koselleck 1977: 321. See also Koselleck 1987b: 278) [“Since the second half of the eighteenth century, numerous indications have arisen that point to the concept of a new era in an emphatic sense. Time not only remains the form in which all stories take place, it also gains historical quality itself. History then no longer takes place in time, but through time. Time is dynamized into a force of history itself.”] Other important consequences are at play in war memorials and archives, as well as in the construction of political utopias. See Palonen 1997: 59-60.]  [93:  “Meine These lautet, daß in der Neuzeit die Differenz zwischen Erfahrung und Erwartung zunehmend vergrößert, genauer, daß sich die Neuzeit erst als eine neue Zeit begreifen läßt, seitdem sich die Erwartungen immer mehr von allen bis dahin gemachten Erfahrungen entfernt haben. [My thesis is that in modern times the difference between experience and expectation is increasing, more precisely, that the modern age can only be understood as a new time, since the expectations have moved away from all the experience gained so far] (Koselleck 1976: 359). “The differentiation of the horizon of expectations from the space of experiences can be seen as a further legitimation of the denaturalization and desubstantialization of concepts. (Palonen 1997: 60).]  [94:  William Faulkner’s overquoted line: “The past is never dead. It's not even past” (from Requiem for a Nun, 1951) seems to me a perfect illustration of this concept.]  [95:  “The Sattelzeit paradigms of progress and acceleration are, of course, not the only alternatives in the politicization of time. Although Koselleck remarks in 1980 that progress has become “altmodisch” [old-fashioned], he did not sketch alternative options of temporalization. He, of course, mentions e.g. Walter Benjamin’s view on history at the end of the Fortschritt [Progreso] article in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, without discussing it in detail, and he has short critical remarks on postmodernity and posthistoire in Geleitwort. In a recent paper on Goethe (1993) Koselleck takes up Goethe’s untimely view on temporalization: living in midst of the Sattelzeit, Goethe also rejects the Aristotelian topology but refuses e.g. to speak of Geschichte as a collective singular…..Then he expands the temporal horizon so that “die drei Zeitdimensionen selbst verzeitlicht werden”[“the three dimensions of time are timed themselves”]: past, present and future have all of their own past, present and future and we get nine types of temporal dimensions…Koselleck does not develop the idea further, but I think this scheme could be valuable in studies on conceptual history and in textual analysis.” (Palonen 1997: 61)] 

    One of the defining characteristics of modernity is that this gap has never ceased to grow (Silva 2009: 304). Another of Koselleck’s categorial distinctions, the triad of history writing—writing (aufschreiben), updating (fortschreiben), and rewriting (umschreiben)—, helps us analyze the political consequences of this situation (Palonen 1997: 61). Palonen explains it in detail: “The space of experience, although it is expected not to be valid in the future, however, still appears as a more definite space, which is not easily accepted as revisable. On the contrary, it is often regarded not only as a background but also as a kind of foundation for one’s present actions: if the space of experience is rewritten, the ‘foundations’ fall like a card house.” (Idem: 61-62). That is exactly what happened in the former Communist countries during the time leading to the collapse of the Soviet bloc: in those countries, “the rewriting of history was an important moment in dethroning the whole order, while nobody believed in the five-year plans any longer. In general, the rewriting of the space of experience seems to me to be important as a subversive ‘politics of the past’, independent of the authorial intentions of the historians. In this perspective conceptual history appears as such a political force against all sorts of ‘foundationalism’.” (Ibidem)
[bookmark: _Hlk37177448]   Finally, metaphorization reminds us of the constructive nature of concepts, warning us against falling back into the trap of substantialization.[endnoteRef:96] “The point of understanding temporal metaphors as constructions is that both the temporal and the linguistic aspect of concepts appear as highly contingent: the constructions could always be otherwise. If contingency is understood as a resource of the temporalized concepts, both time and language are turned into a specific playground of action. The temporalizing Entzauberung of concepts opens new chances for politicization of the human situation.” (Palonen 1997: 65). This point is not just important from a theoretical perspective: the awareness of the metaphorical and constructive nature of historical and political concepts is the practical contribution of BG to the unmasking of the ideological uses of political language in our own contemporary world.  [96:  “Instead of the quasi-naturalness of the spatial metaphors in the topological concepts, the metaphorization in the temporalization is consciously constructive and contains a warning against both the unlimited extension of the metaphorization and against a resubstantialization of the temporalized concepts. The danger of progress and acceleration turning into substantial entities appear to be less relevant today, although there again are some freaks of technology who may be inclined to a new ontologization of progress and acceleration.” (Palonen 1997: 65)] 


[bookmark: _Hlk38009469]3. Quentin Skinner: The Skinnerian Revolution and the Rhetorical Perspective

The historiographical revolution sparked in Germany by the BG was paralleled across the British Channel by an “Skinnerian revolution”, after the English historian Quentin Skinner.[endnoteRef:97] Although it was more the product of a parallel intellectual universe than of the typical enmeshment of polemical exchanges and collaborations[endnoteRef:98], both developments would come to be considered, despite important theoretical and methodological differences, as the two branches of the same conceptual history tree. [97:  The term was coined by Palonen, whose argument (Palonen 2003, 2012) I follow in this section.]  [98:  “[I]n the late 1960s and 1970s … I had no knowledge of Koselleck’s research programme. I did not come to appreciate the distinctiveness and magnitude of his achievement until Melvin Richter made his work available to Anglophone readers in his articles in the 1980s, and later in his important study, The History of Social and Political Concepts, published as recently as 1995” (Skinner 2002: 177)] 

   Skinner is the main representative of the Cambridge School of linguistic contextualism[endnoteRef:99], a  loose group of historians united in the belief that “political texts can only be understood correctly by locating them within their intellectual context and, in turn, that this intellectual context can only be properly understood in terms of the language available to individual authors. The key to understanding a text thus lies in understanding the language within which an author makes a particular statement” (Lamb 2009: 2). According to one of his most distinguished commentators, what places Skinner above his colleagues is that he has excelled in all three strategies outlined by Koselleck for writing history (Koselleck 1988b: 45-47): using new sources, finding new ways of reading them,[endnoteRef:100] and providing new perspectives to their interpretation (Palonen 2003: 2-3)[endnoteRef:101].  [99:  “More than any other figure associated with the Cambridge School, Quentin Skinner has provided a sustained and eloquent philosophical justification of historical contextualism through a variety of influential articles, which have delineated a workable interpretive method, furnished it with a theoretical justification and also actually applied it to the work of individual political thinkers.” (Lamb 2009: 2) Skinner’s major articles on methodology and historical theory have been collected in Vision of Politics, Vol.1: Regarding Method. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002.]  [100:  “Historical novelty always singifies a rewriting, a revision of the interpretation of the phenomenon in question (cfr. Koselleck1988b: 37-51). The term ‘revisionism’ attributed to Quentin Skinner already in the 1970s rather aptly describes his project as he emphasizes the role of reinterpretation as a criterion for historical studies. The significance of the novelty may be emphasized by contrasting it with another criterio in the academic legitimation rhetoric, namely truth.” (Palonen 2003:1)]  [101:  “Quentin Skinner has practiced all of these strategies. The first point is related to Skinner’s conscious use of non-canonized sources in political thought, which has also contributed to a revision of the views of such canonized thinkers as Machiavelli and Hobbes. The use of such intellectual resources as speech act theory and classical rhetoric has enabled Skinner to alter the mode of questioning, for example, by emphasizing questions of ‘linguistic action’ in contrast to merely asking questions about ‘meaning’” (Palonen 2003: 3). ] 

    But it is through the third of those strategies, says Palonen, that Skinner achieves his upmost relevance as a “revolutionary” of intellectual history and political theory. He does so by performing an inversion of the traditional perspective in the study of political thought. “The point of the Skinnerian revolution is that … he does not analyse thought applied ‘to the sphere of politics’ but ‘thinking in a political mode’.” (Palonen 2003: 3). This principle applies both to the authors and the texts studied by historians as well as to historians themselves, as much as their interpretation of the past is also a comment about present-day political debates. In other words: reflecting and writing about the history of political concepts is in and of itself a political activity. “Thinking politically is an aspect of politics itself” (Ibidem, my italics)[endnoteRef:102]. [102:  “[P]olitical life itself sets the main problems for political theorist, causing a certain range of issues to appear problematic, and a corresponding range of questions to became the leading subjects of debate.” (Skinner 1978, I: xi).] 

  This shift in perspective has important methodological consequences. “To take ‘political life itself’ as the point of departure rehabilitates the political agents. They are not devalued [as in the Marxist sense of ideology, an epiphenomena of the material structure of society] or functionalized into bearers or representatives of some principle [as in the perennial-ideas approach], but their words and deeds are taken as the first level of interpretation of the activities that, then, can be reinterpreted by scholars without devaluing the activity itself.” (Ibidem)
  The effects of the “Skinnerian revolution” expand also into political science. If political life is not just the imperfect manifestation of some Platonic world of ideas but the real thing, the observation of politics itself—its tactics, its goals, its manipulations—are the key to the interpretation of political thought. (Palonen 1997: 4). And at the center of political life lies language. “If we can make ‘things with words’ (Austin) or if ‘words are deeds’ (Wittgenstein), then [the] analysis of the use of words, or rhetoric, is a constitutive part of political ‘reality’,” and therefore, of political thought.” (Ibidem). Crucially, this leads to the acknowledgement of the role of contingency—a decisive element of politics and of life in general—in political thought.
    Skinner’s emphasis on contingency can be traced back to Weber’s nominalist view of human action (Ibidem)[endnoteRef:103]. Yet Weber’s influence on Skinner runs much deeper. Indeed, Skinner’s theoretical project can be understood as a refurbishing of Weber’s action theory in the garb of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language and of the speech acts theory that Austin elaborated upon it.[endnoteRef:104] But it is above all Weber’s perspectivism what provides the ultimate clue to Skinner’s thought, particularly his view of truth[endnoteRef:105] and knowledge.[endnoteRef:106] In this section, I will survey the mainstays of that thought and address Skinner’s position with respect to epistemic, moral and political relativism. [103:  “We can also detect a Weberian rehabilitation of the value of politics as a contingent activity in Skinner’s work, at least a critique of depoliticizing tendencies in political thought. The pro-political orientation serves as a heuristic instrument also in Skinner’s seemingly pure historical stuedies, and, consequently, turns them into a mode of political theorizing.” (Palonen 2003: 4)]  [104:  See Goldie, Mark (2006). The context of The Foundations. In Brett, Annabel & Tully, James, with Hamilton-Bleakley, Holly (Eds.), Rethinking the Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, pp 3-19; Hamilton-Bleakley, Holly (2006). Linguistic Philosophy and The Foundations. In Brett, Annabel & Tully, James, cit., pp. 28ss. For a presentation of the “second Wittgenstein” and his Philosophical Investigations, see Wittgenstein 2009; Ahmed 2010; and Biletzki & Matar 2020.]  [105:  “[T]he importance of truth for the kind of historical enquiries I am considering has been exaggerated…Take for example…Machiavelli’s fervently held belief that mercenary armies always jeopardize political liberty. Perhaps there is nothing to stop us from asking whether this is true. But the effect of doing so will be somewhat analogous to asking whether the king of France is bald. The best answer seems to be that the question does not really arise” (Skinner, 1988: 256) From a philosophical point of view, Skinner’s view on truth is close to Richard Rorty’s pragmatism. For the intellectual relationship between both men, see infra, p. 20ss.]  [106:  “I declared my allegiance to one particular tradition of twentieth-century social thought. The tradition may perhaps be said to stem from Nietzsche, although I originally encountered it myself in the social philosophy of Max Weber…” (Skinner 2006a: 176; see also Skinner 2006a 128-157) Palonen observes that Skinner’s Weberian lineage places him closer to the philosophical background of BG and, in a broader sense, to continental philosophy, than to the style of analytical philosophy and empiricist historiography. “Skinner’s views on truth and novelty, rather, help us to situate him in a wider European tradition of a perspectivist view of knowledge and scholarship that is present, for example in in the works of Friedrich Nietszche and Weber.”   (Palonen 2003: 2) For Weber’s influence on Skinner and the rebirth of intellectual history in Britain during the 1960s-1970s, see Goldie 2006: 4; Palonen 2003: 2, 4-6 and passim. For the influence of German historicism on 19th-century Cambridge historians, see Goldie, cit., pp.17-18.] 

   The centerpiece of Skinner’s approach to the study of political theory is the idea of linguistic action[endnoteRef:107] and the subsequent notion that “any text is always primarily an intervention in an argument, and the most interesting question is always to ask about the character of the intervention.” (Skinner 1997, 71-72; my italics). As I said earlier, this approach—an offspring of the linguistic turn in mid-20th-century philosophy—is part of the historical contextualism developed by Skinner and others at Cambridge during the 1960s and 70s.[endnoteRef:108]  [107:  Skinner first used this expression in “Performing linguistic actions” (Skinner 1971). See also: Skinner 1996a; 1996b. For a criticism of Skinner’s application of the concept of linguistic action to written texts, see Feres 2008, 2005.]  [108:  Other historians associated with the Cambridge School are J.G.A. Pocock, John Dunn, Richard Tuck, James Tully, and Peter Laslett. Besides Skinner, Pocock is the only one to have attempted to develop a “theory” or philosophical justification of his professional practice. For an overview of the “contextualist turn” in English-language political thought history, see Hampsher-Monk, Iain; Karin Tilmans, Karin; van Vree,‎ Frank (Eds) (1998). History of Concepts: Comparative Perspectives, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press; Castiglione, Darío. (1993) ‘Historical Arguments in Political Theory’, Political Theory Newsletter 5: 89–109; and Tuck, R. (1993) ‘The Contribution of History’, in R. E. Goodin and P. Pettit (eds) A Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy. Oxford: Blackwell. For the revival of intelectual history in Great Britain of the 1960s and 1970s, see also Palonen 2003: 2, 4-6 y passim; Goldie 2006.] 

   Such contextualism was a reaction against the two “orthodoxies” that dominated political history at that time in Britain: epiphenomenalism—Marxism in their different strains and, in a lesser degree, the Annales School— and the Great Texts tradition (Lamb 2009: 3).[endnoteRef:109] “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” published in 1969 but written two years earlier, summarized the discontent of the younger generation with those orthodoxies and became the de- facto manifesto for the new school.[endnoteRef:110]  [109:  “One reason why the history of ideas was so little valued was due to the power of Marxism, not so much as a substantive philosophy but rather as an historical methodology. It’s important to remember how extraordinarily influential a materialist approach to the study of history had become in the decades following the Second World War. This was above all the heyday of the Annales School, and in their exemplary text, Braudel’s massive study of the Mediterranean world in the sixteenth century, we were offered a so-called ‘histoire totale’ in which economic determinism was in turn incapsulated within a form of geographical determinism, so that (in Braudel’s phrase) ‘mountains come first.’ With geography determining economics, and with economics determining social and political life, there was little space left for the life of the mind except as an epiphenomenon, and it remained virtually invisible in the pages of Braudel’s book. This approach had a baleful effect on the status as well as the methodology of intellectual history.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 4-5) The rise of the linguistic contextualist school of Skinner and his Cambridge colleagues was contemporary to the heyday of Marxist-inspired social history in Britain, with Eric J. Hobsbawm (who preferred the term “history of society”), Perry Anderson, E.P.Thompson and other historians identified with the British New Left (Casanova 1991: 39-48) as well as the Gesellschaftsgeschichte of the Bielefeld School.]  [110:  Skinner describes the emergence of linguistic contextualism as an insurgency—in the rebellious, violent spirit of the Sixties—against the academic status quo. “I spent the opening years of my academic career in a state of frustrated rage against this particular world-order, and I eventually launched a terrorist attack on it in the form of my essay ‘Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas’, published in 1969. (I wrote it between 1966 and 1967, but I had a lot of difficulty getting it published.) I would never want to write like that now: much of the essay strikes me today as philosophically ill-judged as well as abusive, and when I recently had to revise it for re-publication I found myself cutting it to half its original length.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 6). In the same interview, however, he would downplay his own role as leader of the revolt: “[A] related and far more important publication of 1969 was John Dunn’s The Political Thought of John Locke. The Introduction to that work offers a similar (though calmer) account of how the history of philosophy might be written as genuine history. John also proceeded in the body of his book to practise what he had preached, and thereby succeeded in producing—along with Peter Laslett and John Pocock—the earliest really important work in the so-called Cambridge style.” (Ibidem). Laslett’s definitive edition of John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government appeared in 1960, when Skinner was still an undergraduate at Cambridge. Pocock’s first methodological articles appeared in the early 1960s, and his groundbreaking (from the historical contextualization perspective) The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law, which prsent, had been published in 1957.] 

     The “Great Texts”, textual or canonical tradition is associated with Lovejoy’s theory of unit-ideas, abstract and universal cognitive entities that reappear perennially across history and cultures.[endnoteRef:111] With arguments not very different from those used by Koselleck’s (not surprisingly, since both drink in the same German source of historical perspectivism), Skinner rejects the “presumption that past texts can be treated as housing abstract philosophical arguments capable of addressing problems that lie beyond their immediate temporal horizons [and] denies that any such ‘perennial’ problems actually exist.” (Lamb 2009: 3-4; my italics). The above italicized words suggest a similarity with Koselleck’s phenomenological approach, but Skinner would reject Koselleck’s conceptual history on the same grounds that he rejected Lovejoy’s unit ideas: the conception of language as action outlined by the philosophy of ordinary language.[endnoteRef:112] On the other hand, Marxists and their anti-idealists equivalent in the political right asserted the preeminence of material structures over individual actions, ideas or beliefs, and denied any causal relation between the ideas or beliefs of individual agents and their actions (Skinner, 2006a: 145-46).[endnoteRef:113] The compounded effect of both kinds of epiphenomenalism was a dismissal of the study of political ideas as an irrelevant, or worse, reactionary pursuit.[endnoteRef:114]  [111:  Cfr. supra, note 44. In “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas” Skinner summarizes the Great Text approach as follows: “The task of the historian of ideas is to study and interpret a canon of classic texts. The value of writing this kind of history stems from the fact that the classic texts in moral, political, religious and other such modes of thought contain a ‘dateless wisdom’ in the form of ‘universal ideas’. As a result, we can hope to learn and benefit directly from investigating these ‘timeless elements’, since they possess a perennial relevance. This in turn suggests that the best way to approach these texts must be to concentrate on what each of them says about each of the ‘fundamental concepts’ and ‘abiding questions’ of morality, politics, religion, social life. We must be ready, in other words, to read each of the classic text ‘as though it were written by a contemporary” (Skinner 2002: 57). For his criticism on Lovejoy’s unit ideas approach, see Skinner 2002: 83-86.]  [112:  “Drawing on a suggestion made by Wittgenstein in his later work, I argued that there cannot be a history of unit ideas as such, but only a history of the various uses to which they have been put by different agents at different times. There is nothing (…) lying beneath or behind such uses; their history is the only history of ideas to be written” (Skinner 2006a: 176). “[T]here is no history of the idea to be written, but only a history necessarily focused on the various agents who used the idea, and their varying situations and intentions in using it” (Idem: 56, my italics). Skinner directs the same criticism against BG, as long as it understands concepts as something different from their linguistic use by historical agents: “I remain unrepentant in my belief that there can be no histories of concepts as such; there can only be histories of their uses in argument.” (Skinner 1988: 283).]  [113:  A typical example of British academic Marxism of the early 1960s was C.B. Macpherson’s The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (1962). This book epitomized the Marxist view of “past political theories through the lens of class and ideology and essentially treated the history of modern political thought as a history of the moral justification of capitalism by a variety of bourgeois thinkers.” (Lamb 2009:5) His work serves as perfect counterexample to the contextualist approach: “Macpherson saw seventeenth-century political theory evolving along a single axis, and treated the purported line of development ‘Hobbes to Locke’ (the subtitle of his book) as a straightforward ideological reflex of an allegedly burgeoning ‘bourgeoise’ society (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 5).]  [114:  “The discipline [history of political ideas] was either treated as of marginal interest, or else was studied in such a way as to provide alleged evidence in favour the base/superstucture model itself” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 5). Skinner credits Alasdair MacIntyre’s philosophy of action as a great influence for one of the major insights of his own work, and key to his rebuttal of epiphenomenalism, the notion that “all ideologists are obliged to use a pre-existing normative vocabulary to legitimise their activities, and thus that the question of what they can hope to achieve depends in part on how they can hope to describe what they are doing. But to say this is to say that all ideologists are obliged to some degree to tailor their projects to fit the evaluative language of their day. And to say this is to say in turn that such pre-existing moral structures, and the vocabularies in which they are formulated, can hardly be mere epiphenomena. Rather they must act as constraints on what can be legitimised, and thus on what can be done. I remain of the view that this is basically the right way to think about the relations between ideologies and social change. I can’t forbear from adding that nowadays this view is widely shared. This is a battle that was won.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki:18-19)] 

  To break away from this intellectual environment, Skinner found inspiration in two very different sources. The first was one of the major representatives of English idealism, R. G. Collingwood.[endnoteRef:115] “Following Collingwood, [Skinner] was always convinced that the past was a ‘foreign country’, as he put it later [Skinner 1971, 137] and used this effectively as an instrument of critique.” (Palonen 2012: 45). Collingwood’s rather pragmatist approach to history—to understand texts as actions and as attempts to solve problems[endnoteRef:116]–prompted in Skinner an awareness of the historical nature of concepts and of the rhetorical character of the conventions that rule their use. “The historians of our past still tend (…) to be much less aware than the social anthropologists have become about the danger that an application of familiar concepts and conventions may actually be self- defeating if the project is the understanding of the past” (Skinner 1971, 136).[endnoteRef:117] [115:  Robin George Collingwood (1889–1943) is best known for his books The Principles of Art (1938) and the posthumously published The Idea of History (1946). “I first read him at school, and when I began research he was I think the most immediate and powerful influence on the direction of my work.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 14)]  [116:  “I took directly from Collingwood two methodological injunctions that together informed much of my critique of the history of philosophy as then practised. One was his explicit rejection of the assumption that, in the history of thought, we are looking at a series of different answers to the same questions. (…) [H]is suggestion [was] that we need to approach the study of the past armed with what he called a logic of question and answer. To understand a text or an action, we need to see it not simply as an event but as an attempt to solve a problem. The hermeneutic enterprise is accordingly seen, at least in part, as a matter of trying to recover the problems to which the texts or actions we study can be construed as answers.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 14; my italics) The italicized sentence marks the bridge between Collingwood’s ideas and Wittgenstein’s and Austin’s linguistic philosophy.]  [117:  “The point of emphasizing historical differences in conceptual conventions can be seen as an attempt to clarify unintended aspects of contingency in the use of concepts (Palonen 2012: 45)] 

   The second and decisive inspiration came from the analytical philosophy that was then mainstream in Britain, especially that of Wittgenstein.[endnoteRef:118] “For Skinner, understanding conceptual changes in terms of linguistic actions meant, above all, accepting the famous Wittgensteinian formula: ‘the meaning of the idea must be its uses to refer in various ways’.” (Palonen 2012: 45)[endnoteRef:119] “The thought is that we should not ask about the alleged ‘meanings’ of words, but rather about their use, and more specifically about the point of using them in particular ways in particular language-games.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 15).[endnoteRef:120] The corollary of this thesis was a complete rebuttal of Lovejoy’s approach, and a programmatic statement of Skinner’s own: “[T]here is no history of [an] idea to be written, but only a history necessarily focused on the various agents who used the idea, and their varying situations and intentions in using it” (Skinner 2002:85).[endnoteRef:121] In other words, conceptual changes “should be analyzed in terms of linguistic actions concerning the various and changing uses of the concepts.” (Palonen 2012: 46).[endnoteRef:122] The consequences of this thesis for conceptual relativism were not addressed by Skinner until much later.[endnoteRef:123]  [118:  Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), Austrian-born British philosopher whose work in logic, the philosophy of mathematics and the philosophy of language is one of the most consequential contributions to 20th-century philosophy. “[T]he main influences on my own work in the theory of interpretation came directly from the mainstream of analytical philosophy,” especially Wittgenstein (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 17). His personality, tinged with a certain quality of philosophical mysticism, inspired a quasi-religious reverence among his young followers. “Like many of my generation at Cambridge, I was immensely attracted by the figure—or rather the aura—of Wittgenstein. He was our image of philosophical genius, and there was a time when I knew most of the anecdotes in Malcolm’s biography by heart. For us Wittgenstein was not the author of the Tractatus, which I have never read with any care, but of the Philosophical Investigations, and I still have the copy of the revised edition I bought as an undergraduate soon after its publication in 1958. I am sure that I originally bought the Investigations as an act of piety, but after graduating I spent a lot of time reading it, and all the reviews of it I could find, as well as talking intensively to philosophical friends about it.” (Idem: 14-15). However, the predominant view on political science among contemporary analytical philosophers, still hedged on a positivist analysis of the fact-value distinction (the so-called naturalistic fallacy) and axiological neutrality, was of no interest to Skinner. “Not only were we told that value-judgments were largely a personal matter, but also that there is a realm of the factual that remains ‘value neutral’. It had come to seem sensible…to concentrate exclusively on the study of facts as opposed to values, with the aim of producing a genuine science of politics. The proper aim of the political theorist was accordingly taken to be that of generating so-called ‘empirical theories’, which in fact amounted to little more than restatements of existing political practices in more abstract terms. The pressures of the culture were such that I spent far too much time in the early 1960s reading this stuff, and eventually I even published a rather bad-tempered article about empirical theory [‘The Empirical Theorists of Democracy and their Critics: A Plague on Both Their Houses’, Political Theory 1 (1973), pp. 287].” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 4). A prime example of the positivistic approach to political science is Brecht, Arnold (1969). Political Theory. The Foundations of 20th-Century Political Thought. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. [1st. ed. 1959]. Skinner’s lamentation of the inadequacy of axiological neutrality echoes Chaim Perelman’s critique of logical positivism, whose indifference towards value-drenched political discourse led so many philosophers to remain silent during the rise of Fascism in Europe. Cfr. Perelman, Ch. &  Olbrechts-Tyteca, L. (1958), Traité de l'argumentation: La nouvelle rhétorique. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1958 [The New Rhetoric. A Treatise on Argumentation. Transl. by John Wilkinson and Purcell Weaver. Notre Dame-London: University of Notre Dame, 1971] ]  [119:  “Insofar as I was able to understand the work at all, I took it to be about the theory of meaning, and I carried away from it a basic thought about ‘meaning’ that subsequently animated all the essays I later published on that theme.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 15).]  [120:   “I found very attractive the idea of approaching language essentially as purposeful discourse, and of asking about the different intentions underlying its use in different forms of life…. intentions and meanings, whether with respect to actions or utterances, are a public matter, and are to be understood not by trying to get into the heads of past actors but simply by observing the forms of life within which they act.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 15).]  [121:  “[A]s soon as we see that there is no determinate idea to which various writers contributed, but only a variety of statements made by a variety of different agents with a variety of different intentions, what we are seeing is that there is no history of the idea to be written. There is only a history of its various uses, and of the varying intentions with which it was used. Such a history can hardly be expected even to retain the form of the history of a ‘unit idea’.” (Skinner 2002: 85; emphasis in the original)]  [122:  “As Skinner writes, in another critique of Lovejoy: ‘in focusing on ideas rather than their uses in argument, it has seemed insensitive to the strongly contrasting ways in which a given concept can be put to work by different writers in different historical periods” (Skinner 1985, 50). … As Skinner’s own studies on the concepts of state and liberty demonstrate, this thesis is not at all directed against the kind of histories of single concepts which are practised in the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,  even if they are free from the lexican  conventions  which regulate the articles in the GG.” (Palonen 2012: 46).]  [123:  “I also found appealing the implication that these different arenas or forms of life might be altogether unlike ours, although I’m sure that I didn’t at the time appreciate the relativistic difficulties into which we readily fall if we embrace such a commitment. I tried to grapple with the problem of conceptual relativism in the 1980s, [See ‘A Reply to my Critics’ in Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and his Critics, ed. James Tully (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 235-59.] but in the 1960s it just seemed to me, in the light of the historical research I was already doing, that these aspects of Wittgenstein’s vision made a great deal of sense.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 15). ] 

   Skinner supplemented Collingwood’s and Wittgenstein’s insights with John Austin’s speech acts theory.[endnoteRef:124] Elaborating on the performativity of linguistic utterances, Austin claimed that the meaning of such utterances lay on their illocutionary force, i.e., not just in their semantic meaning but on what the speaker does in uttering those words—making a declaration, a promise, a warning, etc. (Lamb 2009: 57).[endnoteRef:125] Skinner in turn applied Austin’s claim to historical texts, treating them as political speech acts (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:126]  [124:  “By far the most acclaimed English analytical philosopher of the early 1960s was J[ohn] L[angshaw] Austin [26 March 1911 – 8 February 1960].  He had published little in his lifetime, and he died prematurely, but his reputation for originality and sheer brilliance stood at its zenith when How To Do Things with Words was posthumously issued in 1962. I still possess the copy I bought a year later, and I still remember how astonished I was when I first read it. Partly, I think, I was entranced by the world of fine linguistic distinctions into which I was drawn, for I have always retained -- perhaps from having studied so much Latin at school -- a pedantic interest in the niceties of grammar and usage. But I think I was mainly taken with Austin’s work because his philosophy of language seemed to me to flow so naturally from that of Collingwood and Wittgenstein…I mainly thought of Austin’s philosophy, however, as an appendix to Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein had instructed us to think about the use of language, and it appeared to me that Austin in effect picked up this suggestion and ran with it. The outcome was a wonderfully precise anatomy of what might be meant by talking about the enormous range of uses to which language can be put, and hence the range of things that can be done with it. (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 16)
Skinner would add that he “similarly regarded Paul Grice’s theory of meaning as an appendix to Austin, treating Grice’s analysis of communicative intentions as a further analysis, in effect, of Austin’s pivotal notion of an illocutionary act.” (Idem: 16-17)]  [125:  For a presentation of Austin’s speech act theory, see Longworth 2020; Lycan 2008: 144-155. For the notion of “use” of linguistic utterances in both Austin and Wittgenstein, see Lycan: 76-85. For Skinner’s own presentation of these theories, see Skinner 2002: 103-127. For an analysis and critique of his use of those theories see Hamilton-Bleakley 2006; Feres Júnior 2008; Lamb 2009.]  [126:  As example of this claim, Skinner provides Machiavelli’s claim that mercenary armies always undermine liberty (Skinner 2002: 116-117). “As Skinner notes, while ‘there is little difficulty about understanding the meaning of the utterance itself’, this tells us nothing about what Machiavelli was doing in uttering it (ibid.). In order to determine this, it is necessary to establish, for example, whether or not the opinion that Machiavelli is voicing was a popularly accepted truism or was expressing something novel, whether he was attempting to legitimate a given social norm or to advance an innovative argumentative statement. According to Skinner, the only way to settle the matter is to explore the dominant intellectual context of the time: ‘by paying as close attention as possible to the context of [a particular] utterance, we can hope gradually to refine our sense of the precise nature of this intervention constituted by the utterance itself.” (Lamb 2009: 57). For the figure of the “innovating ideologue,” see infra, n.33.] 

   By highlighting the performative nature of language, Skinner reinstates the agency of the speaker/writer at the center of history making and interpretation, both of which are equally charged with political intent.[endnoteRef:127] “The use of a concept in an argument is an illocutionary act, and the art of using the concept serves as a ‘move’ of the agent to mark a certain ‘point’ (cf. Skinner 1973, 1974c, 1988). For Skinner… concepts exist only ‘in movement’, that is, when they are used as moves, as political instruments of action.” (Palonen 2012: 46). Through his appropriation of speech acts theory, therefore, Skinner manages to continue Weber’s program of de-substantiation of concepts (ibidem). [127:  Skinner’s theory of meaning can be analyzed as a theory authorial intention (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006). In this regard, it is important to distinguish between intention as a mental state and intention as a linguistic action that is recoverable through the survey of the linguistic and practical context in which this action is placed. (Idem: 26). To recover the agent’s intentions, the historian must identify the linguistic conventions that are particular to the agent (Idem: 26-27). At any given historical time, the linguistic and social conventions establish the range of meanings available for political and social actors, serving therefore as fairly objective restrictions to the use of that language by those actors. Through the detailed analysis of how an author used those conventions, i.e., through an exhaustive survey of the rhetorical commonplaces in vogue at that time and of their transgressions by “innovating ideologues,” historians can reconstruct the network of beliefs prevalent at the time, the language games and the conceptual innovations. (Idem 27-28)] 

    Skinner also borrowed from Weber the idea of legitimization, and applied it to the distinction between “an agent’s desire to perform a particular action, and his desire to show that action to be legitimate.” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 29). Weber’s insight was that power relations in society, although ultimately grounded on coercion, are rarely overtly exerted by brutal force. Ruling groups mostly want to persuade people that their rule over them is legitimate; the production of legitimacy becomes therefore a paramount concern for them. “Weber provided an antidote to the Marxist tendency—and to all parallel tendencies on the political right—to dismiss the sphere of ideology as epiphenomenal to the material motors of history.” (Goldie 2006: 7). Ideologies—a linguistic, rhetorical construction—are the vehicle of legitimization, and values the building blocks of those constructions.[endnoteRef:128]  [128:  “Political agents are enabled to proceed if, and only if, they are successful in publicly construing their ambitions in terms which their audience recognize as legitimate by the standards of their normative belief about what is honorable, virtuous, godly or patriotic. This shifts attention from specifying the interests which agents have to specifying the values which communities hold and the ways in which those values as transmuted by the discursively proficient. Political revolutions depend on conceptual revolutions” (Goldie 2006: 7). Antonio Gramsci will graft this argument into the Marxist-Leninist thought.] 

   One of the most important of Skinner’s theoretical-methodological distinctions grew out of his analysis of the issue of legitimization. Borrowing now from speech acts theory, he argued that there is a special group of words “which performs an evaluative as well as descriptive function in the language” (Skinner 1974c: 111), i.e., words that are used to describe actions or states of affairs and that at the same time “perform the speech act of evaluating those actions or states of affairs” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 29), nouns like democracy and justice, but also adjectives like honest, disloyal or courageous. This wide-ranging set of terms, which he called “evaluative-descriptive” (i.e., they are both descriptive and normative) are used by speakers and writers to legitimize or repudiate actions (Ibidem). In other words, they constitute the normative language of ideologies (Skinner 1978: xii-xiii). 
    Like any other linguistic utterance, the use of these terms is governed by certain conventions. (Skinner 1970). For the members of a given community to understand those utterances, these conventions must be shared by the community. Because of this very conventionality, there is a limit to what you can meaningfully do with words: “only a certain range of actions can be considered legitimate under any particular normative vocabulary. And this means that any agent is bound in an important way by that vocabulary, in the sense that he must conform his actions so that the ‘fit the available normative language’ [Skinner 1978: xiii]” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 29-30).[endnoteRef:129] This allowed Skinner to turn upside-down one of the traditional prescriptions of political history textbooks: whereas “minor” authors, because of their subjection to the conventions and rhetorical commonplaces of their own time, provide the best ground to study the standard political language of that time, “great texts” are by definition an exception to those rules and can only be fully appreciated in contrast to and after a thorough survey of the lesser texts.[endnoteRef:130] [endnoteRef:131] [129:  Cfr. Skinner1988b: 132-4; Skinner 1974c: 117; Skinner 1978: xii.]  [130:  The originality of major political texts is underscored by the figure of what Skinner, following Weber, calls “innovating ideologists” (Skinner 2006a: 148). These are authors who, in order to legitimize an otherwise disreputable action, manipulate certain normative terms so that they come to describe an action that does not meet the conventional criteria originally meant for the use of those terms (Goldie 2006: 7; Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 30). The technical term for this rhetorical operation is paradiastole, or redescription (Skinner 2002: 153-155, passim; Lanham 1991: 107).]  [131:  Skinner’s focus on “legitimizing discourses” rather that classic texts “may suggest that I squarely accepted the claims that Michael Foucault was propagating at around the same time about the death of the author (Foucault 1979: 141-161). But … I have always wanted to retain a place for the traditional figure of the author in the broader study of political ‘languages’. One reason is that there is otherwise a danger … of slipping back into writing a disembodied history of ‘isms’ or ‘unit ideas’… But my main reason … has always been to try to make sense of those moments when a prevailing episteme (to cite Foucault’s terminology) is questioned or undermined. It seems to me a weakness of Foucault’s mor structuralist approach that he finds it so difficult to explain how such conceptual changes take place.” (Skinner 2006c: 243) ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk37338307]   These assumptions underpin Skinner’s major research work, The Foundations (Skinner 1978a). In its preface, he states that in writing it he had three goals in mind: first, to offer an updated “outline account of the principal texts of late medieval and early modern political thought” (the most recent survey, Pierre Mesnard’s L’essor de la philosophie politique au XVIe. Siècle, was by then 40 years old); second, to use those texts “to illuminate a more general historical theme to the book…the process by which the modern concept of the State came to be formed”; and third, “to exemplify a particular way of approaching the study and interpretation of historical texts,” i.e., to present it as a practical demonstration of his own theoretical ideas. (Skinner 1978: ix-x). 
   In laying out the methodological plan for the book, Skinner presents the main themes that we have been discussing so far: “I begin by discussing what I judge to be the most relevant characteristics of the societies in and for which [the surveyed authors] originally wrote. For I take it that political life itself sets the main problems for the political theorist, causing a certain range of issues to appear problematic, and a corresponding range of questions to become the leading subjects of debate. This is not to say that I treat these ideological superstructures as a straightforward outcome of their social base. I regard it as no less essential to consider the intellectual context in which the major texts were conceived—the context of earlier writings and inherited assumptions about political society, and of more ephemeral contemporary contributions to social and political thought. For it is evident that the nature and limits of the normative vocabulary available at any given time will also help to determine the ways in which particular questions come to be singled out and discussed. I have thus tried to write a history centered less on the classic texts and more on the history of ideologies, my aim being to construct a general framework within which the writings of the more prominent theorists can be situated.” (Idem: x-xi). 
   Addressing the relations between political theory and practice, Skinner dismisses the “textual” or canonical approach as incapable of bridging the gap between the descriptive and the normative and proposes his own approach as the alternative: “But if they were instead to think of themselves essentially as students of ideologies, it might become possible to illustrate one crucial way in which the explanation of political behaviour depends upon the study of political ideas and principles, and cannot meaningfully be conducted without reference to them. … [T]he point I have in mind can readily be expressed in more general terms if we consider the position of a political actor who is anxious to engage in a particular course of action which he is also anxious, in Weberian phrase, to exhibit as legitimate. Such an agent may be said to have a strong motive for seeking to ensure that his behaviour can plausibly be described in terms of a vocabulary already normative within his society, a vocabulary which is capable of legitimating at the same time as describing what he has done.[endnoteRef:132] … It will now be evident why I wish to maintain that, if the history of political theory were to be written essentially as a history of ideologies, one outcome might be a clearer understanding of the links between political theory and practice. For (…) in recovering the terms of the normative vocabulary available to any given agent for the description of his political behaviour, we are at the same time indicating one of the constraints upon his behaviour itself. This suggests that, in order to explain why such an agent acts as he does, we are bound to make some reference to this vocabulary, since it evidently figures as one of the determinants of his action. This in turn suggests that, if we are to focus our histories on the study of these vocabularies, we might be able to illustrate the exact way in which the explanation of political behaviour depends upon the study of political thought.” (Idem, xii-xiii).[endnoteRef:133] [132:  In response to the criticism that this connection between ideology and political actions “is a purely instrumental one”, Skinner writes: “The agent has a project he wishes to legitimate; he accordingly profess just those principles which best serve to describe what he is doing in morally acceptable terms; and since the selection of these principles relates to his behaviour in a wholly ex post facto way, it hardly seems that the capacity to explain his behaviour need depend in any way on referring to whatever principles he may happen to have professed. It is arguable, however, that this is to misunderstand the role of the normative vocabulary which any society employs for the description and appraisal of its political life…the problem facing an agent who wishes to legitimate what he is doing at the same time as gaining what he wants cannot simply be the instrumental problem of tailoring his normative language in order to fit his projects. It must be in part the problem of tailoring his projects in order to fit the available normative language”. (Skinner 1978: xii-xiii).]  [133:  In sum, the link between political theory and political practice lies in the fact “the political theory of any given time is comprised of a normative vocabulary, and understanding the conventions of this vocabulary will enable one to discover the range of behaviour available to political actors at the time” and “changes in normative vocabulary will result in an alteration of the boundaries constraining social and political behaviour” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 30). Thus, the relevance of the “innovating ideologue”; cfr. supra, note 130.] 

    Finally, he summarizes the main tenets of his own brand of linguistic contextualism: “What exactly does this approach enable us to grasp about the classic texts that we cannot grasp simply by reading them? … I think that it enables us to characterise what their authors were doing in writing them. We can begin to see not merely what arguments they were presenting, but also what questions they were addressing and trying to answer, and how far they were accepting and endorsing, or questioning or repudiating, or perhaps even polemically ignoring, the prevailing assumptions and conventions of political debate. We cannot expect to attain this level of understanding if we only study the texts themselves. In order to see them as answers to specific questions, we need to know something about the society in which they were written. And in order to recognize the exact direction and force of their arguments, we need to have some appreciation of the general political vocabulary of the age… [T]o understand what questions a writer is addressing, and what he is doing with the concepts available to him, is equivalently to understand some of his basic intentions in writing, and is thus to elicit what exactly he may have meant by what he said – or failed to say. When we attempt in this way to locate a text within its appropriate context, we are not merely providing historical ‘background’ for our interpretation; we are already engaged in the act of interpretation itself.” (Idem, xiii-xiv; italics in the original).[endnoteRef:134]  [134:  “The chief aspiration underlying the method I have been describing is that of enabling us to recover the historical identity of individual texts in the history of thought. The aim is to see that texts as contributions to particular discourses and thereby to recognise the ways in which they followed or challenged or subverted the conventional terms of those discourses themselves. More generally, the aim is to return the specific texts we study to the precise cultural contexts in which they were originally formed.” (Skinner 2006a: 124-125, my italics)] 

   Since the language of political theory is fundamentally a normative language, each “text is, first and foremost, a locus of normative conceptual change…a place where the author manipulates and redefines normative terms.” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 30). The legitimization and normative aspects of conceptual change underscore the primacy of action over political theorization (Palonen 2012: 47)[endnoteRef:135], a nietzchean streak of Skinner’s thought that he shares with Koselleck and  Schmitt.[endnoteRef:136] Besides describing the formation of the modern concept of the State, Skinner’s point in Foundations is to make explicit the political significance of concepts, their condition as strategic tools for political action (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:137] Again, we can see here Skinner’s indebtment to Weber’s nominalism, “his refusal to functionalize political action in any supra-political instances, including concepts.” (Ibidem).[endnoteRef:138] [135:  “For I take it that the political life itself sets the main problems for the political theorist, causing a certain range of issues to appear problematic, and a corresponding range of question to become the leading subjects of debate” (Skinner 1978 I, xi). “Skinner views the problems of legitimating conceptual change as threefold, i.e., as concerning: ‘the nature and range of the criteria’, ‘the range of reference’ and ‘the range of attitudes’ towards the concept (Skinner 1979, 209-210). In this perspective, all concepts are treated as potentially normative and the problematic of conceptual change is thus diversified according to the levels referring to the specific strategies and tactics of the agents, used in order to legitimize ideological change or apology.” (Palonen 2012: 46-47)]  [136:   “It is worth adding that the view at which I have arrived is in some respects similar to the one embodied in Reinhardt Koselleck’s now celebrated programme for the studiy of Begrissgeschichte, histories of concepts. Koselleck and I both assume that we need to treat our normative concepts less as statements about the world than as tools and weapons of ideological debate. Both of us have perhaps been influenced by Foucault’s Nietzschean contention that ‘the history which bears and determines us has the form of a war’.” (Skinner 2006a: 177, my italics). Cfr. Koselleck 2004, 1989; Richter 1995: 26-57. Intriguinly, I couldn’t find any mention to Carl Schmitt in Skinner’s work.]  [137:  Political concepts “shape the horizon of the political possibilities in the situation, within which the agent has to form a policy, but can also be used in critical situations as a means of politicization, of revising the horizon of the possible and by this means revizing the range of policy choices.” (Palonen 2012: 47)]  [138:  “For Skinner, concepts are not stable entities, they can be changed at any moment, and they exist only ‘in movement’, that is, when they are used as moves, as political instruments of action.” (Palonen 2012: 46)] 

    Skinner’s combination of Weberian social epistemology and speech acts theory is rhetorical in the broadest sense of the word (Ibidem); accordingly, since the publication of Foundations, Skinner has largely focused on the study of Roman, Renaissance, and early Modern ars rhetorica. (Skinner: 1996a; 2006a: 175-187). His favorite figure is paradiastole, or redescription[endnoteRef:139] (Cf. Skinner 1991; 1996a), in which he finds the clue for the interpretation of conceptual change: “Such changes originate when an action or state of affairs is described by means of an evaluative term that would not normally be used in the given circumstances. The aim is to persuade an audience that, in spite of appearances, the term can properly be applied—in virtue of its ordinary meaning—to the case in hand. The effect of successfully persuading someone to accept such a judgement will be to prompt them to view the behaviour in question in a new moral light. An action they had previously regarded as commendable may come to seem worthy of condemnation, while an action they had previously condemned may seem worthy of praise.” (Skinner 2006a: 182)[endnoteRef:140]   [139:  See notes 130 and 142.]  [140:  In another passage, Skinner emphasizes the emotional aspect of this operation, highlighting the role of pathos in rhetorics. “The particular point of the schema is to enable a tacit re-evaluation of the concepts. Paraphrasing Quintilian, Skinner writes: ‘We simply replace whatever descriptions our opponents may have offered with a different set of terms that serve to describe the action with no less plausibility, but place it at the same time in a different moral light. We seek to persuade our hearers to accept our re-description and hence to adopt a new emotional attitude towards the action involved – either one of increased sympathy or acquired moral outrage’.” (Skinner 1996a: 145). “This paradiastolic redescription may concern the naming, meaning or significance of the concepts, and the normative dimension may consist either of devaluating virtues or of revaluating vices.” (Palonen 2012: 48)] 

     Skinner takes some of his best-known examples of this technique from Macchiavelli—for instance,  the latter’s comments in The Prince on the virtues of liberality and clemency[endnoteRef:141]-- (Skinner 2006a: 181, 184-185) and from the Calvinists’ use of the notion of religious calling to legitimize profit-seeking, commercial practices (Skinner 2006a: 150ss). But he also points to its use by Nietzsche and other, more contemporary authors (Skinner 2006a: 185-186)[endnoteRef:142]. “The Nietzschean Umwertung der Werte [reevaluation of values] can be interpreted as a modern paradigm for changing the paradiastolic reappraisal of concepts.” (Palonen 2012: 49).[endnoteRef:143] [141:  Machiavelli, Niccolò  (1960-64). Il Principe e Discorsi Sopra la Prima Deca di Tito Livio. Ed Sergio Betelli & Franco Gaeta. Milano: Feltrinelli, chapter 16, 17.]  [142:  “Nietszche offers a yet more emphatic account of how easy it is for vices to present themselves as virtues. This is one of the chief topics he examines – with an almost horrified fascination—in the opening essay of The Genealogy of Marality. The passage is a famous one, but his commentators seem unaware of the fact that the technique he is analysing and illustrating is precisely that of paradiastolic redescription (…) It is Nietszche’s contention, in short, that the slave morality of the Christians succeeded in overturning the moral world of antiquity by rhetorically redescribing a number of vices as their neighouring virtues.” (Skinner 2006a: 185). In today’s “me-too” era, the denunciation of sexual mores that until recently were accepted as normal or even admired in certain intellectual or artistic circles, provides another example of this rhetorical mechanism at work. Cfr.  Valentine Faure, “France Gets Its Weinstein Moment,” The New York Times, Feb. 20, 2020 [https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/20/opinion/france-pedophile-matzneff.html?searchResultPosition=2]]  [143:  “In a sense, to insist à la Skinner on the mutability of the concepts and on the contestable and political character of value choices, signifies that this Umwertung der Werte refers also to the special Wertbeziehung [value-relevance] of the study of conceptual changes in general.” (Palonen 2012: 49)] 

   Skinner’s “rhetorical turn”[endnoteRef:144] dispensed with any traditional definition of “meaning”[endnoteRef:145] and brought back to the fore the issues of perspectivism and conceptual relativism. “Like Nietzsche, Weber believed that our concepts not only alter over time, but are incapable of providing us with anything more than a series of changing perspectives on the world in which we live … Our concepts form part of what we bring to the world in our efforts to make sense of it. The shifting conceptualizations to which this process gives rise constitute the very stuff of ideological debate…” (Skinner 2006a: 176-177).[endnoteRef:146]  [144:  The term was coined by Rorty to characterize the increasing interest in rhetorical issues among philosophers as a separate phase of the “linguistic turn”.]  [145:  “In his articles from the seventies Skinner still works with the assumption of a standard meaning, in other words with a kind of consensual view on the use of concepts, while changing them requires a special legitimation. The turn towards a rhetorical perspective has made the assumption of a standard meaning obsolete to Skinner: all attempts to restrict the use of a concept to a specific meaning are contestable, and the rhetorical redescription presents a perspective for moves, tactics and strategies to modify the normative dimension of concepts. Instead of a standard core, understood as extendable in various directions, the concepts have inherent relations to their ‘neighbours’, although with different normative con- notations, and linguistic actions with concepts try to modify its normative component in relation to its ‘neighbourhood’.” (Palonen 2012: 48). Referring to his changing view about meaning in his later years, Skinner said: “I no longer feel quite so sure about identifying the historical meanings of texts, nor am I even happy about talking in such terms. I feel strongly the force of Gadamer’s point that we can hope to see in the texts we study only what we are permitted to see by the horizons of our own culture and the pre-judgments built into it. I ought to add, however, that I feel liberated by what may at first sound like a greater scepticism. I used to think far more in terms of correct interpretations, and to suppose that there is usually a fact of the matter to be discovered. I now feel that, because the texts we study and what seems important in them will always change as our own society changes, the process of interpretation is a never-ending one.[19] The texts we study continually alter their contours as we put them in new contexts and relate them to different texts. There is always something new to be learned. (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 19-20)]  [146:  For further elaboration on the philosophical aspects of conceptual relativism, see Skinner Skinner 2006a: 176 ss.] 

   One of the casualties of this theoretical stance are ideal-speech models of communications that try to explain political or moral concepts by setting them apart from the actual flux of historical life. Even more, moral and political abstract concepts do not exist; they are “historical through and through” (Skinner 2006a: 177), and therefore relative to the normative conventions in use at their own time. This descriptive proposition has normative consequences: in holding it, the historian is making a point about the present—and the future—as much as about the past.[endnoteRef:147]  [147:  Hamilton-Bleakly highlights the link between the theoretical-methodological aspect of Skinner’s work and its present political consequence: “[A]lthought the practices of studying past political thought as a series of normative vocabularies ruthlessly requires us to keep it fenced off from the present, the effect of this methodology, paradoxically, is nothing less that an encouragement of conceptual change, here and now.” (Hamilton-Bleakley 2006: 32)] 

    This poses at least two questions: first, is it possible to make any comparative judgement in moral and political matters across different historical periods? A negative answer would imply that ethical and political concepts are inescapably entrapped within the period in which they are formulated—a radical assertion of the historicist principle and incommensurability.[endnoteRef:148] The second question is a slight reformulation of the first one, on a meta-normative level: is there any way to justify ethical and political choices and the moral superiority of one choice over others? In other words—does epistemic relativism inevitably entail moral relativism?[endnoteRef:149] This question opens the door to the philosophical debate over the ultimate justification for any claim of knowledge—the foundationalism-antifoundationalism debate. Both questions highlight the interconnection between the theoretical or descriptive and the practical or normative aspects of political action and thought; their answers are likewise intertwined.[endnoteRef:150] Skinner’s response is the ultimate move of the “Skinnerian revolution”—a theoretical response that at the same is a practical one, a demonstration of the innovating ideologue’s present-day function. [endnoteRef:151] [148:  For the definition of incommensurability see supra, page 6.]  [149:  Skinner exemplifies his view on the impossibility of providing any ultimate rational justification to moral or political concepts, as well as their radical historicity and linguistic contingency, with a reference to the lasting influence that T. D. Weldon’s The Vocabulary of Politics had on him: “I had imbibed from Weldon’s book the belief that it was absurd of philosophers to suppose that, qua philosophers, they had anything of interest to tell us about moral and political issues, and he exhorted us instead to study the vocabularies in which such issues are formulated. I have always retained something of the scepticism with which he then set about that task. For example, he made it seem that our talk about ‘rights’, and how many rights we may be said to have, is more or less meaningless, falsely assuming as it does that the notion of a right has some ontological grounding when it is merely part of a local ideological practice. I still share that view, and I suppose I have carried such scepticism even further, for it has long seemed to me that the terms in which we express such concepts as freedom, justice, equality and so forth make sense only within the cultural contexts in which they arise, so that questions of the form ‘But what does ‘justice’ or ‘equality’ really mean’ seem to me virtually meaningless. This further thought, however, is a more recent one on my part.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki  2002: 3-4; my italics)]  [150:  This is a variation of the Werturteilsstreit (“value judgment dispute”), which originally erupted as a Methodenstreit or methodological debate among Max Weber, Werner Sombart, Gustav Schmoller and others around the normative character of social sciences; cfr. Albert, Hans (1972) Ökonomische Ideologie und politische Theorie, das ökonomische Argument in der ordnungspolitischen Debatte. Göttingen, Otto Schwartz. In the 1960s, a new debate about the methodology of social sciences (the Zweiter, or second, Werturteilsstreit, also known as Positivismusstreit, or Positivism dispute) took place between supporters of Critical Theory (Theodor Adorno and Jürgen Habermas) and Critical Rationalism (Kritischer Rationalismus), Karl Popper and Hans Albert.  Cfr. Adorno,T.; Albert, H.; Dahrendorf, R.; Habermas, J. & Popper, K. (1976). The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology: London: Heinemann.]  [151:  For the relation between Skinner’s view on political history and his avowed republicanism, see Perreau-Saussine (2007). This author places Skinner’s “denunciation of grand narratives in the context of the decline of Whig interpretations of history and presents his Republicanism as a substitute source of legitimacy in the wake of the collapse of the British Empire and of the loss of social influence of Christianity.” (Idem: 106)] 

    Nowhere is the link between the historical research of political ideas and the historian’s role as an agent for political change as clear as in Skinner’s critique of Isaiah Berlin’s idea of liberty (Skinner1998).[endnoteRef:152] Berlin understands liberty exclusively in its negative sense, as absence of deliberate interference of other human beings with regard to my own wish to act in a certain way (Berlin 1969: 118-172).[endnoteRef:153] The English neo-Roman authors of the seventeenth century had also understood liberty as absence of constraint, but interpreted the latter in a broader sense that Berlin’s definition would allow to, not only as the product of interference from someone or something external to the individual but of all forms of dependence (Geuna 2006: 70).[endnoteRef:154] Translated to contemporary parlance: liberty is not only imperiled when governments restrict the movement and free speech of people or enforces harsh regulations on business, but also when ordinary folks don’t have access to basic goods such as education, health or social security. The neo-Roman argument was discredited by the first ideologues of modern liberalism, whose view is echoed in Berlin’s famous lecture. [152:  “The relation between [Skinner’s] concept of liberty and his contextualism shows the dependence of his contextualist methodology on specific philosophical commitments.” (Perrau-Saussine 2007: 106)]  [153:  “Berlin in effect equates (or confuses) the ‘negative’ idea of liberty with the classical understanding of the concept, and then contrasts this understanding with what he calls the ‘positive’ concept of liberty as self-realization. I agree that the ‘positive’ view must amount to a separate concept. Rater than connecting liberty with opportunities for action – as in the neo-roman as well as in the liberal analysis – the ‘positive’ view connects liberty with the performance of a determinate type.” (Skinner 1998a:114, n.22)]  [154:  “Taking up a point raised by Philip Pettit, Skinner examines once again what distinguishes the neo-Roman conception of freedom from that proposed by Hobbes and consequently by liberal thinkers … The neo-Roman thinkers hold ‘a view according to which our freedom should be seen not merely as a predicate of our actions but as an existential condition in contrast with that of servitude’.” (Geuna 2006: 70) Cfr. also Palonen 1998: 243-60.] 

   In rallying against Berlin, Skinner is not just indulging in an erudite exercise of political thought history; he is making a point about the extent of the concept of liberty in today’s political debates. He does so by performing a “deconstruction”[endnoteRef:155] of our normative language, unearthing relevant meanings from the multi-secular layers of long-forgotten political debates. “The intellectual historian can help us to appreciate how far the values embodied in our present way of life, and our present ways of thinking about those values, reflect a series of choices between possible worlds. This awareness can help to liberate us from the grip of any one hegemonical account of those values and how they should be interpreted and understood. Equipped with a broader sense of possibility, we can stand back from the intellectual commitments we have inherited and ask ourselves in a new spirit of enquiry what we should think of them” (Skinner 1998: 116-118)    [155:  On the influence of deconstruction theory on his work, Skinner says that by the time he wrote Foundations “I used to speak too readily about identifying the doctrines espoused by the writers of the texts we examine. I have never believed that the meanings of texts are to be equated with the intended meanings of their authors. But I  certainly used to show an insufficient awareness of the extent to which the writers of the texts we study are in less than full control of what they write. Here I have been influenced by what I take to be one of the most valuable insights of deconstructionist criticism. The insight I have in mind is that what passes for argument in philosophical texts often proves on more sceptical inspection to amount to little more than a tissue of metaphors and other rhetorical devices employed to lend authority to what is asserted. This helps to explain why, since the 1980s, I have spent so much time studying the classical and Renaissance art of rhetoric.11 It also helps to explain why, in a further revision of my earlier approach, I have become so much more attentive to the genres to which individual texts are couched, and the nature of the linguistic codes and conventions embodied in them.” Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 20)] 

  Skinner’s perspectivist confession of “a series of choices possible worlds” does not imply that he is cavalier about his own choice. His preference for a broader sense of freedom than the one championed by free-market liberalism—a preference that can be roughly described as social-democratic—is strictly speaking a moral choice, the product of a practical deliberation concluding that one definition of freedom is better than another. In other words: for Skinner, conceptual relativism does not necessarily entail moral relativism. I am not sure if Skinner is fully aware of the philosophical implications of this choice—but then, despite his rich philosophical background, he is not a philosopher but a historian and political thinker, so he might be excused for not elaborating further on this point. But it is a point, I think, of great theoretical implications, which I would like to outline briefly. 
   If, following the conceptual relativism argument, we cannot offer any rational justification for our social and political concepts and beliefs, on what grounds can we possibly justify our own preference for one or another form of liberty, or for democracy over dictatorship, fascism, or any other form of authoritarian rule? How can we justify that States must guarantee the civil and human rights of its citizens, or that such a guarantee is even laudable goal? In a relativistic, perspectivist world, what makes one set of political values more valuable than other? Barred rational, theoretical justifications, we are faced with an existential predicament: we must make a decision. As Weber anticipated more than a century ago, some kind of moral and political decisionism is the only rational alternative to the irrationality of the world.[endnoteRef:156]  [156:  Skinner’s social-democratic decisionism is more aligned to Weber’s social-liberal ideas than to Schmitt’s illiberalism. For a comparison between the Weber’s and Schmitt’s views on decisionism, see Turner, Stephen & Factor, Regis: 2006). Since my focus here is on the justification of normative language, I am sidelining the strictly epistemological aspect of perspectivism and  conceptual relativism, the  issue of objectivity (see supra, section 1), of which Skinner is keenly aware. In highlighting the positive effects that cultural  relativism can have for a (presumably democratic) society, Skinner not only takes for granted the ethical value of tolerance, but also articulates his preference for it by means of a consequentialist, pragmatist argument. “But what is the value, it is often asked, of seeing ourselves in this way as one tribe among others? There are many cogent answers, although it is hard to avoid sounding sententious in mentioning them. We can hope to attain a certain kind of objectivity in appraising rival systems of thought. We can hope to attain a greater degree of understanding, and thereby a larger tolerance, for elements of cultural diversity. Above all, we can hope to acquire a perspective from which to view our own form of life in a more self-critical way, enlarging our present horizons instead of fortifying local prejudices.[Note in the original: “For these and other considerations about the value of diversity see Geertz, 1983, Local Knowledge,  pp.3-16]” (Skinner 2006a: 124-125)] 

    From an epistemological point of view, this issue could be framed as what of one of Skinner’s most astute commentators called “historical pragmatics,” i.e., “the theory of the universally valid conditions under which claims to know what is right and true could be advanced and rationally adjudicated” (Tully 1988: 19)[endnoteRef:157]. As my exposition up to this point should have made clear, Skinner doesn’t believe any such conditions can exist outside the linguistic practice in which those claims have been historically formulated. “Historical pragmatics, in sum, is an approach dictated by the nature of political knowledge in the West” (Idem: 21). In other words: modern political thought “lack rational foundations, and this is because we lack a language, each convention of which has been independently grounded, in the terms of which we could assess all the conventions of all our ideologies.” (Ibidem)  [157:  Tully coined the term “historical pragmatics in order to underscore its dissimilarity to Habermas’s pragmatics” (Tully 1988: 19). This is the second of three thesis on modern political thought that according to Tully can be drawn from Skinner’s work. The other two are the “history of the present” (a phrase aimed at underlining the similarities between Skinner’s approach and Foucault’s genealogy) and the primacy of practical conflict (Ibidem)  ] 

   This position is summarized by the term “anti-foundationalism,” and it is somewhat incongruent that Skinner’s best-known book bears the title of Foundations.[endnoteRef:158] Skinner’s anti-foundationalist credentials go back to his undergraduate days, when the very term has not yet gained academic currency, and were reinforced during his stay at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton in the 1970s, where worked alongside Thomas Kuhn, Clifford Geertz and Richard Rorty.[endnoteRef:159] It was during those years that Skinner completed Foundations, and his closeness to Rorty—of whose Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, an all-out assault on foundationalism in Skinner’s words, the English historian wrote one of the earliest reviews (Skinner 1981)—was especially important to him.[endnoteRef:160] [158:  Skinner has expressed second thoughts about the choice of this title and its teleological implications. “I was trying to identify the most basic concepts out of which we in the modern west constructed the legitimising theories we continue to deploy in talking about the duties of citizens and the rights of states…I now recognise, however, that there was something unfortunate about my metaphor [of a foundation]. I undoubtedly had in mind Donald Kelley’s brilliant book, published in 1970, on the rise of historical jurisprudence, which he had called Foundations of Modern Historical Scholarship. His omission of the definite article was surely deliberate, but so too was my decision to include it in my own tittle, thereby laying claim to something more definitive. But Don was surely right and I was surely over-assertive. Where I think we were both wrong was in using a metaphor that virtually commits one to writing teleologically. My own book is far too much concerned with the origins of our present world when I ought to have been trying to represent the world I was examining in its own terms so far as possible. But the trouble with writing early-modern European history is that, although their world and our world are vastly different from each other, our world nevertheless somehow emerged out of theirs, so that there’s a very natural temptation to write about origins, foundations, evolutions, developments. But it’s not a temptation to which I would ever think of yielding in these post-modern days.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 24)]  [159:  “I have always been an anti-foundationalist, although it is true…that this particular piece of jargon was not yet current in the 1960s. I have always assumed—and I say this explicitly in one of my early essays—that positivism failed in its project of building a structure of empirical knowledge on foundations independent of our judgments.(One of my review-articles of the 1970s was even entitled ‘The flight from positivism’ [The New York Review of Books, 15 June 1978, pp. 26-8.] I read Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions very soon after it came out in 1962 and was deeply impressed by it. I’m bound to say, though, that it shocked me less than it shocked some others, if only because it seemed to me that Kuhn’s attempt to replace foundationalism with talk of paradigms sounded very like Collingwood’s talk about the ‘absolute presuppositions’ characteristic of any epoch of thought.” (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002: 22-23) Skinner stood at Princeton’s Institute for Institute for Advanced Study between 1974 and 1979. “[T]he Institute itself was a veritable hotbed of anti-foundationalism. Tom Kuhn was in the next-door office, and he and I talked a lot about the new work he was trying to do on the theory of meaning to match his thesis about incommensurability. A few doors along was the leader of the social theory group of which I was a member, Clifford Geertz, whose pluralist and even relativist theory of culture has arguably been the most influential statement of anti- foundationalism in recent social science” (Idem, 23)]  [160:  “Those were the years in which I got to know Dick Rorty. He was then a member of the Philosophy Department at the University, and he helped me greatly by reading and discussing with me the theoretical work I was trying to do at that time.. (Koikkalainen & Syrjämäki 2002:  23)] 

   In a sense, Rorty’s book parallels in the realm of philosophy what Skinner’s aimed at in history—the debunking of a perennial, universalist view of historical, or philosophical, problems.[endnoteRef:161] Yet, as Tully observes, Skinner’s anti-foundationalist stance is not exactly the same as Rorty’s. Rorty argues that “all knowledge is opinion plus a reasonable justification (…) showing that a knowledge-claim conforms to the intersubjective beliefs the audience have no reason to doubt at that time” (Tully 1988: 21).  [161:  The opening line of the book’s introduction reads: “Philosophers usually think of their discipline as one which discusses perennial, eternal problems—problems with arise as soon as one reflects.” (Rorty 1980: 3)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk38300023]   The search for justification of these beliefs would lead to a regression ad infinitum, the weak link of any foundationalist argument (Hasan & Fumerton 2018). Additionally, these “background beliefs” can change across history, both within one culture and across different cultures.  The intersubjective criterion seems reasonable “because we accept, inter alia, the humanist convention of significant historical difference.” (Tully 1988: 21-22). Rorty’s brand of anti-foundationalism, therefore,  “seems reasonable as a result of the contingent historical fact that the humanities and their conventions became institutionalized in European universities by the late sixteenth century and that humanists [have] educated and advised European ruling classes for three hundred years, including Rorty an some of his audience.” (Tully 1988: 22). But this assumption is not necessarily reasonable for those educated in the scholastic traditions of logic, mathematics and philosophy, the social sciences or the law. Thus, “Rorty’s thesis of anti-foundationalism is not universal, but rather, another ideological maneuver to extend the intellectual empire of humanism” (Ibidem) But Skinner’s historical work shows that “the emergence and persistence of humanism and that alone underwrites historical pragmatics.” (Ibidem) The foundations of modern political thought lie elsewhere—more exactly, in the primacy of practical conflict, which as we have seen underpins the relations between political thought and political action. (Idem: 22-23) In a broader sense, however, Rorty’s work can provide the missing philosophical pieces in his colleague’s anti-essentialist argumentation.[endnoteRef:162]  [162:  Rorty’s anti-essentialist brand of pragmatism is organized along two main axes: the first one is his criticism of modern philosophy’s epistemological and metaphysical pretenses; the second, his presentation of how philosophy and intellectual life in general should look like once those pretenses are removed. “The centerpiece of Rorty's critique is the provocative account offered in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979, hereafter PMN). In this book, and in the closely related essays collected in Consequences of Pragmatism (1982, hereafter CP), Rorty's principal target is the philosophical idea of knowledge as representation, as a mental mirroring of a mind-external world. Providing a contrasting image of philosophy, Rorty has sought to integrate and apply the milestone achievements of Dewey, Hegel and Darwin in a pragmatist synthesis of historicism and naturalism. Characterizations and illustrations of a post-epistemological intellectual culture, present in both PMN (part III) and CP (xxxvii-xliv), are more richly developed in later works, such as Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989, hereafter CIS), in the popular essays and articles collected in Philosophy and Social Hope (1999), and in the four volumes of philosophical papers, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth (1991, hereafter ORT); Essays on Heidegger and Others (1991, hereafter EHO); Truth and Progress (1998, hereafter TP); and Philosophy as Cultural Politics (2007, hereafter PCP).” (Ramberg 2009: 1) ] 

    The deeper and more clearly political interconnections between both men’s thought become apparent when we compare Skinner’s “innovating ideologue” present-day interventions with Rorty’s vindication of a “pragmatic, participatory Left” inspired by John Dewey’s vision of an American civic religion (Rorty 1999: 38).[endnoteRef:163] Indeed, a fruitful parallel can be drawn between Skinner’s use of redescription and Rorty’s concept of vocabulary[endnoteRef:164]. In both cases, the historically-informed manipulation of the normative language inherited by society is an instrument for political awareness and social reform in a democratically progressive direction—a secular, non-foundationalist evolutionary perspective of social hope (Rorty 2000a).[endnoteRef:165]It is in this regard, as Skinner observed in his review of Rorty’s famous book, that in Rorty’s hands philosophy becomes “a sophisticated form of intellectual history” and history itself a form of  collective, national therapy, “by returning to the historical moments at which our current epistemological delusions arose, we may be able to liberate ourselves from their grasp.” (Skinner 1981:47).[endnoteRef:166]  [163:  See also Rorty 1999, 2000a, 2007; Malachowski 2019.]  [164:  Rorty introduced his notion of vocabulary in Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (1989). He defines “final vocabulary” as “a set of words which [human beings] employ to justify their actions, their beliefs and their lives” (Rorty 1989: 73). Blending Dewey's pragmatism and Darwin’s evolutionary theory, Rorty views vocabularies as tools, “to be assessed in terms of the particular purposes they may serve. Our vocabularies, Rorty suggests, "have no more of a representational relation to an intrinsic nature of things than does the anteater's snout or the bowerbird's skill at weaving." (Rorty 1998: 48) Pragmatic evaluation of various linguistically infused practices requires a degree of specificity. From Rorty's perspective, to suggest that we might evaluate vocabularies with respect to their ability to uncover the truth, would be like claiming to evaluate tools for their ability to help us get what we want—full stop. Is the hammer or the saw or the scissors better—in general? Questions about usefulness can only be answered, Rorty points out, once we give substance to our purposes…Rorty's naturalism echoes Nietzsche's perspectivism; a descriptive vocabulary is useful insofar as the patterns it highlights are usefully attended to by creatures with needs and interests like ours. Darwinian naturalism, for Rorty, implies that there is no one privileged vocabulary whose purpose it is to serve as a critical touchstone for our various descriptive practices. For Rorty, then, any vocabulary, even that of evolutionary explanation, is a tool for a purpose, and therefore subject to teleological assessment.” (Ramberg 2009: 3). See also Brandom 2000; for the description of Rorty’s philosophy as conversationalism and the concept of epistemic community, see Penelas 2012.]  [165:  “Rorty justifies his own commitment to Darwinian naturalism by suggesting that this vocabulary is suited to further the secularization and democratization of society that Rorty thinks we should aim for. Accordingly, there is a close tie between Rorty's construal of the naturalism he endorses and his most basic political convictions (…) Rorty is a self-proclaimed romantic bourgeois liberal, a believer in piecemeal reforms advancing economic justice and increasing the freedoms that citizens are able to enjoy. The key imperative in Rorty's political agenda is the deepening and widening of solidarity. Rorty is sceptical toward radicalism; political thought purporting to uncover hidden, systematic causes for injustice and exploitation, and on that basis proposing sweeping changes to set things right (ORT Part III; EHO; CIS Part II; AC)…The task of the intellectual, with respect to social justice, is not to provide refinements of social theory, but to sensitize us to the suffering of others, and refine, deepen and expand our ability to identify with others, to think of others as like ourselves in morally relevant ways. (EHO Part III; CIS Part III) (Ramberg: 2009: 3). ]  [166:  The idea of history as therapy evokes Wittgenstein’s idea of philosophy as linguistic therapy; see Biletzki & Matar 2020; Jacquette 2014.] 

    Finally, Rorty provides the justification for the jump from epistemic relativism to moral choice that is missing in Skinner’s argument; its key is the very notion of the contingency of human action. “Reformist liberalism with its commitment to the expansion of democratic freedoms in ever wider political solidarities is, on Rorty's view, an historical contingency which has no philosophical foundation, and needs none. Recognizing the contingency of these values and the vocabulary in which they are expressed, while retaining the commitments, is the attitude of the liberal ironist. [CIS essays 3,4][endnoteRef:167]. Liberal ironists have the ability to combine the consciousness of the contingency of their own evaluative vocabulary with a commitment to reducing suffering—in particular, with a commitment to combatting cruelty [CIS essay 4, ORT Part III]” (Ramberg 2009: 3). And in an echo of Skinner’s rhetorical approach, this political strategy is consummated not through philosophical argumentation but by rhetorical redescription.[endnoteRef:168]   [167:  The liberal ironist, who affirms the contingency of her own commitments, is explicitly ethnocentric. (ORT "Solidarity or Objectivity") “One consequence of antirepresentationalism is the recognition that no description of how things are from a God's-eye point of view, no skyhook provided by some contemporary or yet-to-be-developed science, is going to free us from the contingency of having been acculturated as we were. Our acculturation is what makes certain options live, or momentous, or forced, while leaving others dead, or trivial, or optional. (ORT 13)” (Ramberg 2009: 3). For this reason, the liberal ironist “accepts that bourgeois liberalism has no universality other than the transient and unstable one which time, luck, and discursive effort might win for it. This view looks to many readers like a version of cultural relativism.” (Ibidem) However, this cultural relativist, perspectivist view is countered by the fact that Rorty does not admit “that what is true, what is good, and what is right is relative to some particular ethnos” (Ibidem). His reply to the cultural relativism argument separates the notions of universality and rationality, by stating “that we have no notion of rational warrant that exceeds, or transcends, or grounds, the norms that liberal intellectuals take to define thorough, open-minded, reflective discussion. It is chimerical, says Rorty, to think that the force or attractiveness of these norms can be enhanced by argument that does not presuppose them. It is pointless, equally, to look for ways of convicting those who pay them no heed of irrationality. Persuasion across such fundamental differences is achieved, if at all, by concrete comparisons of particular alternatives, by elaborate description and redescription of the kinds of life to which different practices conduce.” (Ramberg 2009: 3)]  [168:  “The distinction between argumentative discourse and redescription corresponds to that between propositions and vocabularies. Change in belief may result from convincing argument. A change in what we perceive as interesting truth value candidates results from acquiring new vocabularies. identifies romanticism as the view that the latter sort of change is the more significant one. (CIS "Introduction", essay 1). Rorty's romantic version of liberalism is expressed also in the distinction he draws between the private and the public. (CIS) (Ramberg 2009: 3). ] 


4. Conclusions 

As two major examples of contemporary historicism, BG and linguistic contextualism offer a rich comparative view into the methodological and theoretical challenges presented by historical research and history writing. Working within different but somewhat overlapping intellectual traditions, their two main representatives, Koselleck and Skinner, addressed with similar philosophical zeal the descriptive and normative issues prompted by perspectivism, epistemic relativism, and the epistemological conflict between particularism, or the historicist principle of individuality, and universal concepts. Despite their distinct approach to these issues, they both arrived at the same conclusion, affirming the primacy of politics over theory and describing social and political concepts as the rhetorical locus of particular historical struggles.[endnoteRef:169] They also arrived at fairly comparable normative solutions, developing non-substantialist justifications for the preferability of certain values over others and avoiding the nihilist incommensurability of ethical and political concepts. Those solutions constitute an invaluable tool-kit to address old and new problems in political practice and theory, both at a national and international, comparative level.   [169:   “It is worth adding that the view at which I have arrived is in some respects similar to the one embodied in Reinhardt Koselleck’s now celebrated programme for the studiy of Begriffsgeschichte, histories of concepts. Koselleck and I both assume that we need to treat our normative concepts less as statements about the world than as tools and weapons of ideological debate. Both of us have perhaps been influenced by Foucault’s Nietzschean contention that ‘the history which bears and determines us has the form of a war’.” (Skinner 2002: 177)
] 



***
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