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RE-ENACTMENT AND RADICAL INTERPRETATION

GIUSEPPINA D’ORO

ABSTRACT

This article discusses R. G. Collingwood’s account of re-enactment and Donald
Davidson’s account of radical translation. Both Collingwood and Davidson are concerned
with the question “how is understanding possible?” and both seek to answer the question
transcendentally by asking after the heuristic principles that guide the historian and the
radical translator. Further, they both agree that the possibility of understanding rests on the
presumption of rationality. But whereas Davidson’s principle of charity entails that truth
is a presupposition or heuristic principle of understanding, for Collingwood understand-
ing rests on a commitment to internal consistency alone. Collingwood and Davidson
diverge over the scope of the principle of charity because they have radically different
conceptions of meaning. Davidson endorses an extensional semantics that links meaning
with truth in the attempt to extrude intensional notions from a theory of meaning. Since
radical translation rests on a truth-conditional semantics, it rules out the possibility that
there may be statements that are intelligible even though based on false beliefs. Colling-
wood’s account of re-enactment, on the other hand, disconnects meaning from truth,
thereby allowing for the possibility of understanding agents who have false beliefs. The
paper argues, first, that Davidson’s account of radical translation rests on inappropriately
naturalistic assumptions about the nature of understanding, and that Davidson commits
this error because he develops his account of radical interpretation in response to an epis-
temological question that is motivated by a skeptical concern: “how can we know whether
we have provided the correct interpretation?” Second, that in the twentieth century far too
much philosophizing has been driven by epistemological concerns that have obscured
attempts to provide adequate answers to the sort of conceptual question with which
Collingwood is concerned, namely: “what does it mean to understand?”

In the following I wish to offer a comparative discussion of R. G. Collingwood’s
account of re-enactment1 and Donald Davidson’s account of radical interpreta-
tion.2 Whereas the latter is widely regarded as broaching crucial issues that lie at
the crossroads between the philosophy of action and the philosophy of language,
and has accordingly provoked considerable discussion, the former has largely
been seen as addressing narrow issues in the philosophy of history, and has con-
sequently failed to reach a wider philosophical audience. Although
Collingwood’s account of re-enactment sometimes features in discussions con-
cerning the nature of explanation in the social sciences, it still remains the pre-

1. R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1946), especially the
“Epilegomena.”

2. D. Davidson, “Radical Translation,” in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2001).



serve of a narrow group of scholars. The goal of this paper is twofold. First, I
wish to show that Collingwood’s account of re-enactment addresses crucial
issues that go well beyond the confines of a philosophy of history. Second, I wish
to argue that Collingwood’s account effectively reveals that Davidson’s account
of radical interpretation rests on inappropriately naturalistic assumptions about
the nature of understanding. 

Collingwood and Davidson ask a very similar question. In its most general
terms the question can be formulated as follows: “how is it possible to under-
stand others?” 

Davidson frames the question by asking how it is possible to translate from a
completely unknown language. The idea of translation from an alien language is
a device employed to make clear that interpreters should not presuppose what
they are supposed to show, that is, the meaning of the words employed by the
agents whose linguistic behavior they are trying to interpret. Interpreters, for
Davidson, cannot assume that others mean the same things as they do when using
certain words; this is most clearly the case when the language requiring transla-
tion is a completely unfamiliar language. The idea of an alien language, there-
fore, is fundamentally a way of making the epistemological point that interpre-
tation must establish what the speaker means, not presuppose it. Hence all trans-
lation, including translation from familiar languages, is radical translation, and
all interpretation, including interpretation of linguistic behavior in the inter-
preter’s own language, requires radical translation.

Collingwood frames the question by asking how it is possible to understand
the thoughts of historical agents, agents who live in a distant past and who may
not share with the historian the same system of beliefs. Re-enactment is dis-
cussed in a historical context but, as is the case with Davidson’s account of rad-
ical translation, the problem it addresses is much broader. Re-enactment, for
Collingwood, underpins not only the possibility of understanding the thought of
agents living in a distant past, but of all agents: “it is by historical thinking that
we re-think and so rediscover the thought of Hammurabi or Solon; it is in the
same way that we discover the thought of a friend who writes us a letter, or a
stranger who crosses the street.”3 Collingwood introduces the idea of a distant
past not to delimit the scope of re-enactment to the past rather than the present,
but as a device to show that historians should not presuppose that they share the
same assumptions as the agent whose thoughts they are trying to understand. Just
as for Davidson all translation is radical translation, so too for Collingwood all
understanding is historical understanding. The term “historical” in “historical
understanding,” like “radical” in “radical translation,” therefore, is rather like the
adjective “true” in the expression “a true friend”: it does not simply specify a
kind of friend (a true rather than a false friend), but the very nature of friendship.
For Davidson all translation is radical translation because interpreters do not
have prior access to the meaning of the words they have to translate into their
own language; for Collingwood all understanding is historical understanding
because we cannot presuppose that interpreters and the agents whose thoughts
are to be interpreted reason from the same premises. 
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3. Collingwood, The Idea of History, 219.
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Collingwood and Davidson may, on the surface, appear to be concerned with
very different things: Davidson with the meanings that the speaker of (an alien)
language attaches to the words, Collingwood with the assumptions from which
(historical) agents reason. Yet the problem they are tackling is similar, since both
meanings (in the case of Davidson) and assumptions (in the case of
Collingwood) are not amenable to empirical observation. We observe behavior,
whether linguistic or non-linguistic, but we do not directly observe either the
meaning of words (Davidson) or the premises of an argument underpinning an
action (Collingwood). Despite surface differences, Davidson’s account of radical
interpretation and Collingwood’s account of re-enactment do tackle a similar
question. 

Moreover, the similarities do not end here. Both Collingwood and Davidson
seek to answer this question transcendentally, by asking after the conditions of
the possibility of (radical) translation and (historical) understanding respective-
ly. The answer they provide is the result of a regressive argument to presupposed
grounds, or a search for the heuristic principles that necessarily guide Davidson’s
radical translator and Collingwood’s historian in each case. Further, they both
seem to agree that there is an ineradicably normative element that is presupposed
by both (radical) translation and (historical) understanding. The agents whose
words (Davidson) and whose actions (Collingwood) need to be interpreted must
be assumed to be rational. This normative ideal plays an important role in both
Collingwood’s account of re-enactment and Davidson’s account of radical inter-
pretation. But there the similarities end. For there are at least two important dif-
ferences in the way in which Collingwood and Davidson set out to answer the
question “how is understanding possible?” 

First, Davidson develops his account of radical interpretation in response to an
epistemological question that is motivated by a skeptical concern: “how can we
know whether we have provided the correct interpretation?” Collingwood, by
contrast, develops his account of re-enactment as an answer to a conceptual ques-
tion that is governed by the desire to eliminate confusions about the nature of
understanding: “how should we construe the science of understanding in order
not to conflate it with natural science?” The goal of Collingwood’s account of re-
enactment is not to specify the conditions under which historical claims are cor-
rect, but to clarify what it means to understand historically. For Collingwood, the
question to be posed is not whether one has achieved the correct interpretation,
but whether one has provided the correct kind of interpretation, one that is appro-
priate to the subject matter in question. The goal of the account of re-enactment
is conceptual/clarificatory rather than epistemological/anti-skeptical.4

4. It is clear that Collingwood was not driven by skeptical worries when we consider passages such
as this: “as an actual experience of his own, Plato’s argument must undoubtedly have grown up out
of a discussion of some sort, though I do not know what it was, and been closely connected to such a
discussion. Yet if I not only read his argument but understand it, follow it in my own mind re-enact-
ing it with and for myself, the process of argument which I go through is not a process resembling
Plato’s, it is actually Plato’s so far as I understand him correctly” (Collingwood, The Idea of History,
301). As the last clause “so far as I understand him correctly” makes clear, Collingwood’s concern
here is with the nature, rather than with the correctness, of the interpretation.
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Second, there are important differences in the way in which Collingwood and
Davidson understand the content of the normative ideal that guides radical inter-
pretation and re-enactment, respectively. According to Davidson the possibility
of radical translation rests on the “principle of charity.” The principle of charity
bids us to assume that the alien language speaker has the same (true) beliefs as
the translator. This assumption is necessary, as radical translation relies on induc-
tive generalizations based on repeated observations of the circumstances in
which certain linguistic behavior occurs. If the speakers of the alien language
repeatedly utter the word “gavagai” in the presence of a rabbit, this will provide
good inductive evidence for claiming that they mean “rabbit.” But such induc-
tive generalizations are possible only on the assumption that the speakers are not
systematically mistaken in what they believe. If the speakers of the alien lan-
guage were systematically mistaken about what is in their presence, that is, if
they had systematically false beliefs, they would use the word “gavagai” incon-
sistently to refer to different objects on different occasions, and this would make
the radical translator’s inductive inferences unreliable guides to meaning. This is
why the principle of charity is a necessary postulate of radical translation. 

Collingwood too, like Davidson, believes that there is a crucial normative
ideal underpinning the possibility of (historical) understanding, but he interprets
the content of this normative ideal in a very different way. Historical explana-
tions are rational explanations,5 that is, explanations in which the relationship
between the explanans and the explanandum is logical or conceptual. The possi-
bility of historical understanding rests on the assumption that agents act on valid
practical arguments, or that they are rational in the minimal sense that they are
capable of drawing valid inferences, not in the more substantial sense that they
must draw such inferences from true epistemic premises. Collingwood links the
possibility of understanding to the historian’s ability to rethink the thoughts of
historical agents, independently of whether such thoughts are true or false. An
invalid thought process is not one that can be rationally reconstructed6 and hence
rethought or re-enacted by the historian; a practical argument, however, whose
conclusion has been inferred from false premises, is well within the scope of
rational reconstruction, provided the inferential process is valid. Collingwood is
explicitly critical of the idea that truth should play any heuristic role in the recon-
struction of thought processes. As he puts it:

if the reasons why it is hard for a man to cross the mountains is because he is frightened
of the devils in them, it is folly for the historian, preaching at him across a gulf of cen-
turies, to say “this is sheer superstition. There are no devils at all. Face facts, and realize
that there are no dangers in the mountains except rocks and water and snow, wolves per-

5. The term “rational explanation” was coined by W. H. Dray. See “Historical Understanding as
Rethinking,” University of Toronto Quarterly 27 (1958), 200-215; Laws and Explanation in History
(London: Oxford University Press, 1957); “The Historical Explanation of Actions Reconsidered” in
Philosophy and History, ed. S. Hook (New York: New York University Press, 1963); and “R. G.
Collingwood and the Understanding of Actions in History,” in Perspectives on History (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980), 9-26. See also his more recent History as Re-enactment: R. G.
Collingwood’s Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).

6. Since Collingwood identifies thought with rational processes, thought proper is normative or
criteriological. Hence, invalid thought processes are not, strictly speaking, thought processes, since
they are not rational processes.
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haps, and bad men perhaps, but no devils.” The historian says that these are the facts
because that is the way in which he has been taught to think. But the devil-fearer says that
the presence of devils is a fact, because that is the way in which he has been taught to
think. The historian thinks it a wrong way; but wrong ways of thinking are just as much
historical facts as right ones, and, no less than they, determine the situation (always a
thought situation) in which the man who shares them is placed. The hardness of the fact
consists in the man’s inability to think of his situation otherwise. The compulsion which
the devil haunted mountains exercises on the man who would cross them consists in the
fact that he cannot help believing in the devils. Sheer superstition, no doubt: but this
superstition is a fact, and the crucial fact in the situation we are considering.7

Collingwood challenges the claim that the principle of charity is a precondi-
tion of understanding: historians may find the statements of historical agents
unbelievable, and yet be in a position to understand them. He refers to the kind
of historian who employs the idea of truth as a guide to interpretation as a “scis-
sors-and-paste” historian, and condemns this type of history as one in which
statements that fail to reflect the historian’s own beliefs are simply cut out and
confined to the dustbin, without being properly understood. Collingwood’s cri-
tique of scissors-and-paste history8 is directed against the kind of history theo-
rized by Hume9 and Bradley.10 According to these thinkers, historians who come
across statements that are, by the historians’ own lights, incredible, like those
referring for example to the occurrence of miraculous events, should ask them-
selves whether, in their own observation of facts and events, there is any empir-
ical evidence that the event reported could actually have occurred. If there is
nothing in the historians’ own observations that could confirm the likelihood of
miraculous events, the statements should be regarded as false and discarded
accordingly. Collingwood’s main criticism of this kind of history is that it singu-
larly fails to understand that false beliefs could function as epistemic premises in
practical syllogisms leading to action and that, in discarding such statements as
false, historians simply fail to understand why agents acted as they did.
Collingwood’s critique of scissors-and-paste history certainly contains a salutary
reminder of the misguided anthropology that would result from the application of
scissors-and-paste history to the study of other cultures. But Collingwood’s point
goes far beyond a concern with the peculiarly barren anthropology naturally
practiced by scissors-and-paste historians. The more general point embedded in
Collingwood’s critique of this approach to history is that intelligibility is inde-
pendent of believability, or, in other words, that meaning is independent of truth. 

This is a crucial bone of contention between Collingwood and Davidson, one
that reaches to the very heart of their philosophical outlooks. For Davidson, rad-

7. Collingwood, The Idea of History, 317.
8. For an account of scissors-and-paste history, see G. D’Oro, “Collingwood’s Critique of Scissors-

and-Paste History Revisited in the Light of his Conception of Metaphysics,” International Studies in
Philosophy 32 (2000), 23-45 and Collingwood and the Metaphysics of Experience (London and New
York: Routledge, 2002), chapter 8. See also L. Rubinoff, “The Autonomy of History: Collingwood’s
Critique of F. H. Bradley’s Copernican Revolution in Historical Knoweldge,” in Philosophy after
Bradley, ed. James Bradley (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1996).

9. D. Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975),
book X.

10. F. H. Bradley, The Presuppositions of Critical History (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1993).
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ical interpretation is possible because what the speakers of the alien language
mean when they utter certain words is defined by the objects that the words
uttered can be verified to denote. Of course, Davidson understands verification
holistically rather than individualistically, that is, not in relation to what an indi-
vidual assents to when in the presence of a certain object, but in relation to the
behavior of individuals belonging to a linguistic community. This caveat
notwithstanding, however, radical interpretation is based essentially on the veri-
ficationist principle that the meaning of a proposition is reducible to its method
of verification. To the extent that Collingwood severs intelligibility from believ-
ability, in contrast, the possibility of re-enactment does not rest for him on the
empirical verifiability of statements. As we have seen, on his view the intelligi-
bility of a statement is independent of that statement’s truth-value. Hence, where-
as the possibility of re-enactment, like that of radical translation, depends upon
the presumption of rationality, agents need not—indeed should not—be assumed
to have true beliefs.

To summarize: despite some obvious surface differences, Collingwood and
Davidson ask a similar question: how is understanding possible? They both set
out to answer this question transcendentally by looking for the heuristic princi-
ples that make understanding possible in the first place. They both conclude that
the presumption of rationality is a regulative ideal or heuristic principle of under-
standing. They disagree, however, on the nature of the normative ideal that is
required in order for radical translation and historical understanding to be possi-
ble. Davidson’s account of radical interpretation, motivated as it is by an episte-
mological/anti-skeptical concern, links intelligibility with believability in order
to make the interpretive hypotheses of the radical translator empirically verifi-
able. Collingwood’s account of re-enactment, on the other hand, motivated as it
is by an attempt to elucidate the nature of understanding and to defend the auton-
omy of a science of interpretation, severs intelligibility from empirical verifia-
bility. Insofar as Davidson links intelligibility to believability, the possibility of
radical interpretation rests on the assumption that the speakers have true beliefs
or knowledge; by contrast, insofar as Collingwood severs intelligibility from
believability, the possibility of re-enactment rests only on the assumption that
agents are capable of thinking coherently. 

This disagreement has its roots in a key assumption about the nature of mean-
ing. Davidson’s account of radical interpretation rests on an extensional seman-
tics and is driven by an attempt to extrude intensional notions, such as those of
intentional objects and propositional contents, from the theory of meaning:

To know the semantic concept of truth for a language is to know what it is for a sen-
tence—any sentence—to be true, and this amounts, in one good sense we can give to the
phrase, to understanding the language. This at any rate is my excuse for a feature of the
present discussion that is apt to shock old hands; my freewheeling use of the word “mean-
ing” for what I call a theory of meaning has after all turned out to make no use of mean-
ing; it is clear that such a theory falls comfortably within what Quine terms the “theory of
reference” as distinguished from what he terms the “theory of meaning.”11

11. Davidson, “Truth and Meaning,” in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, 24.
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Davidson links the possibility of radical translation to the principle of charity
because he believes an extensional account of meaning to be necessary in order
to explain how translation from a completely unfamiliar language is possible. His
claim that the principle of charity is a necessary heuristic principle of interpreta-
tion may therefore be seen as bolstering his commitment to a truth-conditional
semantics. Since Davidson defines meaning in extensional terms, the task of the
radical translator is to establish equivalence of reference between words or
expressions used in the native and alien language. By contrast, for Collingwood,
the meaning of a word is not what it is about in the referential sense of about-
ness, but what it is about in the intentional sense of aboutness. As he puts it:

When I call a thing subjective I mean that it is or pertains to a subject or conscious mind.
When I call it objective I mean that it is or pertains to the object of which such a mind is
conscious. I do not call a real rose objective and an imaginary one subjective, or the mol-
ecules in it objective and the beauty of it subjective. A real rose I call real and an imagi-
nary rose I call imaginary; and I call them both objective because they are the objects of
a perceiving and imagining mind respectively.12

For Collingwood the meaning of a word is to be identified not with its refer-
ent but with its intentional object. Similarly, the meaning of a sentence is to be
identified not with a state of affairs but with its propositional content. Colling-
wood refers to the propositional content of expressions as “thought,” and claims
that thought is only what can be re-enacted. “Thought” for Collingwood is a
technical term that is contrasted with what he calls “feelings” or “sensations.”
Collingwood describes the experience of thirst a feeling, and the propositional
content of that feeling, “being thirsty,” as the thought-element within it: “People
who think they remember a feeling are deceived, never having been careful to
make the distinction, by the fact that a proposition about a feeling can be remem-
bered. You cannot remember the terrible thirst you once endured; but you can
remember that you were terribly thirsty.”13 It is because thought is identified with
propositional contents that it is not private to the subject of experience in the way
in which feelings or sensations are: 

The cold that our hundred people feel . . . is simply a feeling in them, or rather a hundred
different feelings, each private to the person who feels it, but each, in certain ways, like
the rest. But the “fact” or “proposition” or “thought” that there are ten degrees of frost is
not a hundred different “facts” or “propositions” or “thoughts”; it is one “fact” or “propo-
sition” or “thought” which a hundred different people “apprehend” or “assent to” or
“think.”14

Since thought is identified with propositional contents, the criteria for the
identity of thought are qualitative rather than numerical, and understanding
entails not extensional identity but identity of propositional contents: 

the actual past anger of which I am thinking is past and gone; that does not reappear, the
stream of immediate experience has carried it away for ever; at most there reappears
something like it. . . . If, on the contrary, what I think about is a past activity of thought,

12. R. G. Collingwood, Speculum Mentis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924), 11.
13. R. G. Collingwood, The New Leviathan (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1942), 34.
14. R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1938), 158.
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for example, a past philosophical enquiry of my own . . . what is so revived is not a mere
echo of the old activity, another of the same kind; it is that same activity taken up again
and re-enacted. . . .15

Whereas Davidson’s radical interpretation links intelligibility and believabili-
ty, meaning and truth, Collingwood’s re-enactment disconnects them. This
enables the Collingwoodian anthropologist to find meaning even in the midst of
falsehood. Yet Collingwood’s determination to disconnect intelligibility from
believability in order to defend the possibility of an autonomous science of inter-
pretation creates a potential problem. In Davidson’s truth-conditional semantics,
meanings are a public phenomenon, for they are observable and empirically ver-
ifiable. Collingwood’s account of re-enactment places meaning beyond empiri-
cal verification, thereby appearing to transform it into a private phenomenon
accessible only from the first-person perspective: if meaning is not defined
extensionally, then it is not subject to empirical checks. And, if meaning is
beyond empirical verification, how can the historian know what it is that an agent
means? 

This consideration lies at the basis of a familiar criticism of Collingwood’s
account of re-enactment. In its classical version this criticism states that Colling-
wood endows historians with telepathic powers of access to the thoughts of other
agents: since the thoughts of other agents are not objects of possible empirical
observation, how else could historians know what they are, unless they are
endowed with special powers of access?16 But this criticism rests on a misun-
derstanding of what Collingwood means by thought and consequently of what it
means to re-enact it. Thoughts, for Collingwood, are not psychological process-
es that are private to agents. The whole point of distinguishing between thought
on the one hand, and feelings/sensations, on the other, is to make clear that the
former is a rational rather than a psychological process, and consequently that re-
enactment requires the ability to rationally reconstruct practical arguments rather
than the ability to telepathically access inward psychological processes. Unlike
psychological processes, rational processes are accessible from a third-person
perspective because the basic rules of inference are intersubjectively shared (or
at least, that they are intersubjectively shared is a normative or regulative ideal
of historical understanding). 

The standard criticism of re-enactment conflates Collingwood’s intensional
definition of meaning with a psychologistic one.17 If thoughts are identified with
propositional contents, rather than with psychological processes, historians’ abil-
ity to gain access to them is no longer mysterious. Historians re-enact thoughts

15. Collingwood, The Idea of History, 293. For an account of re-enactment, see G. D’Oro,
“Collingwood on Re-enactment and the Identity of Thought,” Journal of the History of Philosophy
38:1 (2000), 87-101; H. Saari, “R. G. Collingwood on the Identity of Thought,” Dialogue: Canadian
Philosophical Review 28 (1989), 77-89; and Jan van der Dussen’s “The Philosophical Context of
Collingwood’s Re-enactment Theory,” International Studies in Philosophy 27:2 (1995), 81-99.

16. The classical statement of this criticism is to be found in Patrick L. Gardiner, The Nature of
Historical Explanation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952). For a more concise statement of the intu-
itionist thesis, see his “The Objects of Historical Knowledge,” Philosophy 27 (1952), 211-220.

17. On this see my “Collingwood, Internalism and Psychologism,” forthcoming in the European
Journal of Philosophy 12 (2004).
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when they make sense of them, and they make sense of them when they re-think
them for themselves. Re-thinking is a criterion of understanding because only
thoughts that are internally consistent can be re-thought. Another way of putting
this point would be to say that in re-enacting a thought the historian is looking
for the agent’s justification for acting as he or she did. Such justification is found
when the agent’s actions and beliefs can be shown to be internally consistent, that
is, when it is possible to say that, given a certain set of beliefs it makes sense to
act in a certain way. For Collingwood, the verification of historical reconstruc-
tions is a hermeneutic affair. Re-enactment is guided not by the search for truth,
but by the search for internal consistency. 

To summarize: despite surface similarities Collingwood’s and Davidson’s
answers to the question “how is understanding possible?” are drastically differ-
ent. They both believe understanding to rest on a commitment to a normative
ideal, but whereas Davidson’s principle of charity entails that truth is a presup-
position or heuristic principle of understanding, for Collingwood understanding
rests on a commitment to internal consistency alone. As we have seen,
Collingwood criticizes scissors-and-paste history—history as theorized by Hume
and Bradley—as pseudo-history because its approach is essentially that of the
natural sciences. Scissors-and-paste history is simply the method of natural sci-
ence applied to the domain of human affairs. If understanding is to be possible,
the science of interpretation must be an autonomous science, a science with its
own peculiar set of heuristic principles or presuppositions. Collingwood identi-
fies the science of interpretation with history, and claims that history is an
autonomous science because it is concerned with meaning rather than truth, with
understanding rather than knowledge.18 Davidson’s attempt to link intelligibility
with believability by defining meaning extensionally amounts to reducing under-
standing to knowledge, the regulative ideals of hermeneutics to those of natural
science. Collingwood’s critique of the historiographical principles theorized by
Hume and Bradley, therefore, applies, mutatis mutandis, to Davidson’s account
of radical interpretation: the latter’s attempt to provide an empirical science of
interpretation singularly fails to understand what understanding is. 

A Davidsonian approach might seek to deflect this objection by arguing that
any account of understanding or interpretation that severs meaning from truth,
thereby allowing for the possibility of interpreting the thoughts of historical
agents who hold systematically false beliefs about the world, would fail to
explain how the historian could possibly gain entry to their world. Davidson, in
other words, could press the epistemological worry about how access to the
thoughts of other agents could be gained by arguing that forsaking the principle
of charity would condemn us to a sort of transcultural solipsism.

In order to understand what is at stake in this hypothetical dialogue between
Collingwood and Davidson we need to distinguish two senses in which beliefs
could be said to be “systematically false.” Beliefs could be systematically false

18. Collingwood calls history proper “scientific history.” He names history understood as an
autonomous discipline “scientific history” because he treats the adjective “scientific” as a derivative
of the Latin word scientia, meaning not natural science but a body of knowledge with its own pre-
suppositions, method, and subject matter.
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in the sense of being consistently false. Agents whose ontology includes evil
demons, witches, and other such beings hold systematically false beliefs in this
sense, that is, they have a number of recurring false beliefs. Let us call consis-
tently false beliefs “systematically false” in sense I. On the other hand beliefs
could be systematically false in the sense of “systematic” that is usually
employed in the contexts of discussions of Cartesian hyperbolic doubt. Let us
call this sense II. Agents would hold beliefs that are systematically false in sense
II as a result of recurring perceptual errors as severe as those caused by an evil
demon intent on deceiving. For Collingwood an autonomous science of inter-
pretation must allow for the possibility of making sense of beliefs that are sys-
tematically false in sense I rather than sense II. A belief is false in sense II as a
result of an error of identification. But agents who hold false beliefs in sense I do
not do so as a result of perceptual errors or errors of recognition. They do so
because they endorse concepts that are not part of the conceptual framework of
the interpreter. For Collingwood, whereas an autonomous science of interpreta-
tion must allow for the possibility of making sense of beliefs that are false in
sense I, it is not intended to cover the possibility that the beliefs of agents whose
thoughts the historian is attempting to reconstruct might be false in sense II, or
that they may be false as a result of the kind of systematic errors of recognition
caused by the interference of an evil demon. It is because Collingwood is con-
cerned with beliefs that are false in sense I, rather than sense II, that he restricts
the normative content of the principle of charity to a requirement for internal
consistency and, unlike Davidson, does not seek to extend it to include truth. 

How would Collingwood respond to those who wish to press the epistemo-
logical worry that drives Davidson to adopt a substantive version of the princi-
ple of charity? He would probably reply that the loss of an autonomous science
of interpretation, or the reduction of hermeneutics to an empirical science is a
high price to pay in order to deal with the kind of extreme philosophical scenario
represented by the hypothesis of the Cartesian evil demon. He might indeed add
that in the twentieth century far too much philosophizing has been driven by
epistemological concerns that have obscured attempts to provide adequate
answers to the sort of conceptual question that he is concerned with here, name-
ly: “what does it mean to understand?”

I hope to have shown that Collingwood’s account of re-enactment touches on
issues that go well beyond the concerns of a philosophy of history narrowly con-
strued since his defense of the autonomy of historical understanding ultimately
rests on certain views about the relationship between meaning and truth.
Whereas the thesis of the independence of meaning and truth, intelligibility and
believability, is not directly defended in The Idea of History, Collingwood clear-
ly shows that the attempt to link them, as Davidson does, leads to a misguided
anthropology. Collingwood’s argument thus takes the form of a reductio aimed
at showing the unattractive consequences of Davidson’s commitment to a truth-
conditional semantics. No doubt the power of a reductio is limited, since it suc-
ceeds in undermining a thesis only to the extent that one is actually committed to
the set of assumptions that is shown to have unacceptable implications. But since



Davidson uses radical interpretation in order to support his truth-conditional
semantics (his claim that translation has to begin from scratch is ultimately a way
of capturing meaning without resorting to intensional notions such as those of
intentionality or of propositional contents19), it may be enough, in order to under-
mine his argument, to show, in the manner of a reductio, that such a commitment
to an extensional account of truth that links intelligibility with believability
makes understanding impossible.
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19. On this, see H. J Glock, Quine and Davidson on Language, Thought, and Reality (Cambridge,
Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2003), chapter 6.


