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On Lying: Writing Philosophical History after the
Enlightenment and after Arendt

Sophia Rosenfeld

PHILOSOPHICAL HISTORY IS an old genre when it comes to writing about the
past. In the Western tradition, its roots stretch deep into antiquity. It is the continen-
tal Enlightenment, however, that has claims to giving philosophical history—and par-
ticularly, that uncomfortably close relative of intellectual history, /°histoire de Lesprit
bumain—both its greatest hits and its characteristic modern form. From Montesquieu
onward, proponents of philosophical history have taken the unfolding of human rea-
son, in conjunction with variation in climate and geography and changing institutional,
rdlgous, social, and especially political circumstances, to be the great subject of human
history. Enlightened practitioners have also insisted that normative conclusions, “laws”
can be adduced from the study of these developments in all cheir interrelated com-
. at includes the long record of errors and lics that paved the way for the gradual
h of truth.!
most university-based historians remain unconvinced, to put it mildly.
\mlﬁol‘y is now widely seen as a problematic tradition, smacking of equal
cual hubris and failure to understand the effects of time or cultural differ:
nilosophical history in the enlightencd mode might be said to be that
ns have been working against ever since the creation of the modern
ization of history, followed by the growth of disciplinarity and
 German university in the late eighteenth cencury and later in
\merican ones, spelled the formal end of such projects.” A more
to ideas, in which thoughts became anchored to par-
L d writ large, along
aced the history of the human min
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with any notion of history’s unfailing destiny.
ethical and philosophical commitments gav

hand, and empiricism, on the other, indicatin;
micment than the search for universal laws of hum:
read the great nomothetic histories of the cighteenth and :
by Voltaire or Marx, as historical artifacts ripe for conte
But we—meaning professional historians and, especially, intell
take up their subjects or emulate their methods.” That mighe
context of American intellectual history, Strong arguments :
or metaphysical speculation and for the epistemological modeuyof
sional historian continue to this day unabated, not least in the A

But it is worth asking, Why this enduring animosity—and mightitbe
historians—unlike philosophers, political theorists, literary critics, or s
other disciplines—right to be so wary of direct engagement with the
ethical, or metaphysical issues of their own times?

One argument for rechinking the possibilities inherent in plulmop
be made on negative grounds: that it is simply impossible for historians
sophical commitments no matter how hard they try. According to this line.
despite professional historians’ endless (deluded) insistence on neutraliey :
the sympathies of historians, and even their reasons for choosing the topicu
nation, are rarely so deeply buried that the reader cannot identify them with
this fact, the avoidance of explicit normative conclusions becomes, at best,

at worst, a form of dishonesty in its own right. cd

But a different argument for a revival of philosophical history can be
positive grounds. By this logic, what distinguishes serious historians
quarians is, starting in the Enlightenment, the recognition that the stu
provide evidence and a set of arguments that allow one to engage direc
debates about the present. Philosophical history, in this view, represent
goal: full participation in contemporary intellectual life, mc:hldmgtiie
ideas, rather than relegation to the sidelines as purveyors of “backgror
for the claims of others.

inspired history of the human mind considered in concert wi
and social life. This is not intended to be a critique of conte
in any of the forms in which it is currently commonly p
read as a plea, by one dix-huitiémiste, for intellectual histori
alike to reconsider the legitimacy of an old, alternative ap

historians more closely to the concerns of phdosoph P
citizens—that is, to salient conversations ak iss

To make this case, :hough, I woulc
sophical history’s most j import.




, Philosophy t-minded work

Hannah Arendt. I also want to focus on some ofANndt’smostPfes::hc first year Sr f i
essays on political lying, written between the end of the rs’éosdan des of the t ] -thc
1970s, after Arendt had already lived through mor e il

ided! g
century on two continents. In offering up this cxample, 1am ety fot advanclng

a brief for treating Arend as a source of empirical historical truths;l .shc .famously gota
lot about the past wrong. Nor is it my ambition t© advocate d.lc application Of Arendyy
theoretical claims to the historical findings of others: What is ajt stake here is nog the
use value or even validity of her political Phﬂosoph}’- My intc'rCSt m A'rc‘ndt Stems in thig
context from Arendt’s own complicated relationship to the history writing of the Frenc)
Enlightenment.

Arendt belonged to a generation of postwar European-turned-American  thipj.
ers that—much like Voltaire and her other philosophe predecessors, albeit for differ-
ent reasons—operated largely outside the confines of departments, universities, of
even national conventions and allegiances and thus had little interest in the policing
of boundaries between disciplines. Arendt can also be said to have taken up the classic
Enlightenment project of considering the history of truth-telling and lies and, in the
process, worked out a philosophy of history very much in the spirit of Voltaire. But it is in
her departures from the classic mode of writing £ *histoire de ['esprit humain or I’ histoire

de Lesprit critigue—the way she broke the rules in practice— that she offers intellectual
historians a viable example of a potential way forward. What follows, then, is a brief
account of Arendt’s two essays on dissimulation and an even briefer manifesto for a new
kind of histoire philosophique written in the wake not only of the Enlightenment but,
even more, of Arend, an expert student of both the normative and the historical dimen-
sions of the lie.

* x %

Arendt was well ensconced in her second life as University Professor at The New School
in New York, when, in 1967, she published “Truth and Politics,” an essay essentially
about the long history ofmcndacityin public life. The text opens with a rar}‘]cr plaintive
and Sff,iCt?y philosophical question, one lacking all the self-assurance associated with
Arendr’s eighteenth-century predecessors: “[I]s it the very essence of truth to be impotent
mdld'lc very C.SSCI.ICC of power to be deceitful?™ Yet Arende’s answer—or more precisely,
;cs;iz m:,g mcc‘!ltmon_is constructed almost entirely by looking backward. “Truth and
H::;:ti:::c;;f;z:a::;ﬁg t(;\l,;r Of various ancient an d. early modern thinkers, from
including the . ofthCACS . adison, and'of events in the deep and r’cccnt past,
) _ merican Declaration of Independence, France’s refusal of
accountability for its role i World War I1, and the erasure of Trotsky from Soviet his-
‘mbook" Morcover, much [ike the rest of Arendt’s writing, this essay strongly reflects
W‘ personal experience of displacement and estrangement: as 3 German-Jewish
mmfﬂp}uc, linguistic, and cultural exile in the wake of Nazism; as a pro-

institution who never wanted or really had a chance to be

raditio

On Lying
what she pejoratively called 5 *srofessiondlichind er"!‘r.y
outrage in the wake of her earlier writing on the trial of 1
Adolf Eichmann. “Truth and Politics” is, in other words i
steeped both in Arendts knowledge of the history of though an
own, very particular historical situatedness between European to
war American democracy. o8
Furthermore, despite the opening assumption that politics and decep
linked in some fundamental fashion, Arendt advances a highly his t
all forms of truth are not the same across time and space, not all forms of s
are identical either—in form orin effect. In Arendt’s telling, prior to the s
tury, when what constituted truth was transformed in the wake of the twin
the Scientific Revolution and Puritanism, lying could be viewed primarily
in the “arsenal” of pol itical action. Directed against enemies, it gcnemllyfaﬂcd
the moral charge and severe disapprobation that it does in the modernworld.
On the whole, Arendt is sympathetic to this earlier attitude; in many ways, she
gests, early modern lying was more benign, especially when compared to
tives. Far worse, she had already proposed in O Revolution (1963), is the coer
for unqualified truchfulness that characterized the Reign of Terror. The same.
argues in “Truth and Politics,” for the “cotal lie” of modern totalitarian regh
all of reality has become phony and the boundaries between truth and lying have
blurred to the degree that even the liar is caught up in the lie, unable to disting
between the two. By the end, Arendt emerges as the defender of a particular,
ate, now largely obsolete kind of political lying. She refers to the source material ¢
justifiable political lie as “factual truths,” meaning “cruths seen and witnessed
eyes of the body, not the eyes of the mind” and produced by “men living togett
231). What makes deception about factual truths (as opposed to “rational trutl
two plus two equals four) hard to condemn in every instance s its potential fu
a tool of persuasion in vigorous, democratic debate.

Outside of totalitarian environments, truth telling is, Arendt opines in char
tically contrarian mode, inherently conservative, a Way to Prescrve the status q
close down discussion by requiring assent. Thinking politically, Arende enﬁnda
way of contrast, requires recognition of multiple points of view. Thus.
lic as action, exercised in the realm of the free exchange of opinions,
dangerous and more invigorating than either the systemic dissemblis
environments or the constant, coercive zeal for eruthfulness chara
ern political life in the West. It is simply a political instrument. "
modern world, Arendt concludes, is that the hierarchy betwe
been reversed, and politics has begun to operate in servic
world of ersatz truth. ¥

But “Truth and Politics” was not to be Arendt’s last «
later, in 1971 she took up topic of political lies agair




The scandal caused |y,
weaued Pentagon Papcrs
McNamarz, provided the impe.
ions on the Pentagon Papers,” js o
o m;nﬂ cheoretical conclusions of the earlje,
: i md,m Arendcs view, historically anomalous) cage
a specific ( -« she wrote. Indeed, the essay can be seep 5
n that was unfolding as lizabeth Young-Brueh]| callg

L AT envision what E
1 mgsrﬂw&;f i‘::::ich political cvents—world”war, totalitariap.
ic bombings—demand serious attention from P.hilosop hers,” and the engaged
: cask is to provide these phenomena with 2 meaningful etymology.”
~ So how does Arendt explain the “quicksand of lying statements of all sorts” (4) that
~ is to be found in the Pentagon Papers? Her answer is that the present, as exemplified in
this contemporary scandal, represents yet another departure or caesura: the emergence
‘W“—"‘ precedented and distinctly unappealing forms of prevarication specific to thei
context and moment. One is public relations or “spin,” the manufacturing of pseudo-
truths and massaging of information to deccive the public. The other is the special kind
of lying characteristic of the self-deceiving technocrat, who starts with the theory and
4 - makes the facts fic accordingly because he is so convinced of his own rightness and exper-
. tise. Whereas the adman makes images that lie, the technocrat, living in a “defactualized
- world” (35), lies out of a sense of duty to uphold the images already in place. The shock
: ?:' of public stems from the revelation of the particular nature and pervasiveness of the
. %‘QB& again, in other words, the answer is highly historical in form.
~ Arendr’s conclusion could be said to be but an addendum to her comments of four
years earlier. Another stage in a continuing sorry history of the political lie is revealed
rous. In another sense, though, “Lying in Politics” takes us all the way back to a project
began with Arendt’s major early work, Zhe Origins of Totalitarianism (19s1). For in
Wﬁﬂﬂg, Arendt could be said to have used the analysis of the present moment,
hand, and the study of the twists, turns, reversals, and departures in the his-
, on the other, to carry on a conversation about the nature of politics and,
the nature of history (or what Arendr calls “factual truch”) itself. In
tics,” philosophy helps illuminate a specific, concrete historical event in
present: the brouhaha around the Pentagon Papers. The novelty of what
7 becomes apparent in light of a long history of difference, But think-
and its historical singularity, or “particular, concrete experience,”
t's chief biographer, also “scts her [Arendt] wondering, explor-
Pphilosophical and, indeed, normative conclusions—about human
nt forms of knowledge, about the realm of politics in the modern
for lies to be pressed into remaking realicy." Seyla Benhabib simi-
) e serics of metaphors, Arendr's method of writing poi-
owing under the rubble of history s as to recover those

AR

‘peatls’ of past experi
from them a stor

rclations.hip to truth aimed: the Wﬁfk@umk -

Here is also where the echoes of S lightenmenstho
hundred years carlier, Voltaire, jn one of the great sta
rian, had decided to add to his enormous Essai sur les mo
les principaux faits de Uhistoire, depyis Charlemagne jusq’
yolume, a discours préliminaire dedicated to what he called “tl
In this extended introduction, Voltaite had made the case that ¢l
writing in the present was twofold: to supply useful knowledge to one
but also to identify and correct the myths, errors, and other forms ¢
generally passed for the historical record. Much of this preliminary
as a chronicle of how, when, why, and with what effects people, and es
people, in the deep past made up stories about what had happened to ther
And Voltaire, like Arendt, proves to be just as interested in the means by
kinds of “absurdities” (i.c., magic, miracles) and lies were crafted and then tr
posterity as is in their actual content. One chapter, entitled “Of a Falsch
of Flavian Josephus, relating to Alexander and the Jews,” details how a delib;
on high could morph into received knowledge. The next, called “Of Pop
to Which the Sacred Writers Have Deigned to Conform through Cond
out an alternate route and set of motivations by which false accounts o
their way down to the present. And so it goes. The final chapter, tcl’li‘ gly, 1
lies of political figures or “legislators who have spoken in the name of g
committed intellectual crimes for the ages (314). For exposé of past for:
tion becomes here much more than an academic exercise. Recon
good (which is to say, myth-busting) history marks, according to 1
step in the fight against illegitimate power and corruption in his o
to advance that elusive but highly sought after cause: truth.

Arendt comes to a related conclusion, though she is signiﬁmn ly m
truch as the endpoint for any human narrative. History, in her ess

L

The “contingency” of all “factual reality,” notes Arendt in
possibilities for lies and prevarication “boundless” (257).. ,
considered a condition unique to the deep past. Decepti
prevalent, Arende suggests, since the First World War, w
dominated by mendacity and denial, particularly a
destruction—of books and archives containi
s—became part and parcel of fo;

LN

memorie

Nevertheless: Arendt refuses total
History writing, or the assertion of



Philosophy
real antidote to the modern reign of ““““t?—mum asie did
e of Trotsky is germane to both sides of the o It was possible,
“Truth and Politics,” to edit him out of the JPR fecord el
L But given the difficulty of full erasure and the total destruction of memory,
are that he would eventually rerurn from the realm of che “P_"cssed‘thm
1 ultimately to serve as a necessary corrective, a means of puncturing this rejgy
. The journalist or chronicler who works to reveal such erasures and heal thep,
.like Daniel Ellsberg or possibly Arendt herself, a political actor in his or her owp,
cal action creates history, but history writing, when it is not in service to a Jie
| imagined as a counterweight, has the potential toalter the political future, eyen
) mma truly participatory politics. As Arendt explains it, “[W]hen everybody ies
~about everything of importance, the trutheeller, whether he knows it or not, has begun to
v ﬁshr,mo, has engaged himselfin political business, for, in the unlikely event he survives,
~ he has made a start toward changing the world” (251). Arendet, as others before me haye
noted, takes the work of the historian to be critical to the status of the truth in the public
sphere even as she refuses the quasi-scientific pretensions of many of her historian contem-
poraries."! History writing is envisioned, at its best, as a deeply political act, a confrontation
with the most insidious forms of manipulation and public lying. A philosophical history
- oflyingand politicsis thus, in the end, also the source of a (political) philosophy of history,

aset of normative claims about the use value of attempting to record the history of truth,

* ¥ ¥

Bur what if we were to take Arendt’s two texts less as interventions in the philosophy
of history than as examples of philosaphical bistory, a type of history writing with its
own past? What if we were, in other words, to consider the two texts under discussion
as artifacts bclonging to a history of history writing, particularly one that has flour-
’shedoutsxdc the disciplinary boundarics associated with the modern research univer-
sity, where the task of providing laws and moral conclusions was largely shunted off to
M' political theory programs? Here, despite certain elements of continu-
@Wﬂlﬁh‘“ﬂmty models or even with the great historical works of Alexis de
athinker with whom Arendt shared twin preoccupations with the violence
h Revolution and with the oddness of modern American life,'> we might be
more by Arendt’s heresics. Based on those differences, one could argue that
Y5 or political lying offer us one model for how, in the face of two-hundred-
boundaries, we might return to writing history and philosophy
fendes simpler terms, “think what we are doing,” without falling into
with Voleaire’s histoire de L'esprit humain."® For whether or not
conclusions—and certainly there is room to debate the novelty of
benign account of the early modern lie—Arendt introduces

1 several innovations in approach that are worth noticing
the contint mggvgluumn of thinking about past forms of

1C)
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chin ki, e e e T
the tn-:at.mcnf‘. of thought, and the treatment of nor :
that distinguish Arende's approach to the past in Pricﬁcs*iﬁiiﬂ?
appealing foundation on which to imagine a new strain of Americ
rooted in a renewal of the tradition of writing the philosophical his
First, most obviously, Arendt refused—much like her Enlightenm
restrict her purview to any one national of temporal setting when wi
or ideas in the world. She did so, however, in an idiosyncratic fashion. W
became the commonplace it is today, Arendt demonstrated the possibility of
about the United States and the rest of the world in the same frame, 3
imitation running in multiple directions.' She also, more radically, ¢
unidirectional time or the linear genealogy assumed by most chron
of ideas, including both her eighteenth-century predecessors and those int
once-again fashionable intellectual longue durée Instead, she advanced
temporal history of ideas, where exemplary instances could be situated in s
texts but also shown to have connections to one another across the chasm o
ultimately, to us in the present—all without necessarily insisting on any deme
forms of “influence.” W
Like her contemporary, Walter Benjamin, Arendt saw her task as illuminati
in continuity, failures, moments of transformation, or what she calls in Life g
“a fragmented past.”® But she simultaneously insisted on a temporal interdepend
forged out of anthropological universalism or the essential sameness of human na
This dualism is what gave Arendt license to hopscotch among the historical con
that most interested her: the ancient world; the trans-Atlantic age of revolutio
her own global present, including totalitarianism, decolonization, and the
War, What is more, she could be and was, in many of her essays, conversing at
time with her future interlocutors (i.e., us) and with the long dead Immanuel»\r
Arendt, engagement, or thinking as a prelude to action in the world, mea
ously what the literary critic Rita Felski calls, in a nice phrase, “the h :
the pastand the present.”” This is a privilege that today’s intellectual

philosophical historians might want to seize: the opportunity to &

ogy as well as place in pursuit of resonance along with differenc

lectual or philosophical history, the world of thought. A
the old histoire de Uesprit humain, not least in her essential foc

different approach to both. Arendt continually
discrete ideas, of the content of the minds of th;
ot concerned her. She also, as in he cskayﬁx‘@ )

her audience to notice varied habits o nd




m@mbenng (which is

both the subject and
the Enl.ightcnmcnt, here
and not necessarily the domj.
mmﬁs; in the intellectual practices of
: » other times “the masses”)
leading lights. For Arend

so took as great an
(sometimes called “citizens:
s she did in those of asocicty's S
land social modalities, including dcmocraf:y and totalitarian-
B sili&s in little-noted norms of collective mcntal. behavior
eydid én the key explicit ideas—like liberty or rcvolutu:?n or, for
,—-;:fhat typically consume the actention of intellectual historiang
M;:ﬁ:ziled special attention be given to moments of rupture
,wb;;‘;hgpbiz’ampbes had called “revolutions of the human mind” and had
ordinated with breakthroughs and crises in the larger story of the develop-
n happiness, manners, wealch, social organization, and, especially, politi-
e®__she refused to sce all of history building toward one epistemological or
nnl:m. Voltert&c,r Condorcet, and most of their contemporaries in the writing
tory of [esprit humain were unrelentingly optimistic, telling stories that, for
twists and occasional downturns, were essentially tales of historical providen-
, with perfection as the final stage and close at hand. Arendt, by contrast, was
aistic about the state of the world in which she found herself (Benhabib speaks of
ancholia” underlining her efforts to take stock of the present”). She decisively
, not surprisingly in light of the century she was living through, any starry-eyed
unt of the triumph of reason or the critical spirit over superstition, or any grand
ative a all, much less one focused on the steady development of the collective mind.
Arendt also put no stock in the old, Lockean parallel between individual and col-
cognitive development. Much of her message was about the current vulnerability
ringful mental activity or intellectual exchange, especially in light of the condi-
 modernity (though she continued to take thoughtfulness and judging in com-
' both dependent on historical consciousness, as a goal). Her innovation
Way to turn epistemology into a thoroughly historicized subject, essen-
anding the more obvious developments that generally occupy historians’

Isnot, of course, to suggest that Arendt has been alone in the past
study of the historical significance of various modes of mental
r not) at truth, Jiirgen Habermas, too, among modern philoso-

quent atrophying of political life in the west.?® Qyer che last
- have also drawn our attention t0 a Wide range of now
- ies, from being curious £ relying upon ey,

that turn Qut(tﬁ,{h&hm -
ricity.*! But Habermag listiited his. fo&u re
Sphere (1962) to one mode of thought, taking ,
as the rational thinkers they claimed to be, Histori
few exceptions, have generally taken up the project of docume
thought or sentiment with the single end goal of explaining h
nance of scientific or social scientific practice; their ambition has typ
that the supposed objectivity of science is itself a socially and cu
which is to say historical, invention,2* -
Arendt’s work, by contrast, broadly demonstrates the potential ber
temporally and geographically particular mental habits in terms of thei
resonances. That is, she took her goal to be exposing the way plural m
and communicating have, quite often unobserved and unremarked upon, ¢
world of power and lived social relations. She also illustrated in practice how
this process has played out once one turns away from the rarified world
and physical or even social sciences, which have steadily deviated from pe
of epistemological norms even as public policy has been given a quasi-
the end, as her essays on lying demonstrate, Arendt hoped to call attention
monplace habits of mind that are formed by and then help to perpetuate
or “real” democracy, as opposed to totalitarianism or other forms of aut
tics, past or present. Now, when political theorists are as interested in the ep
cal as in the moral foundations of democracy,” Arendt’s writing should prompt
reflect on how those of us eager to learn about and from the past might contribus
this conversation.
For third, and most significantly, Arende built on these connections to offera
the historian’s relationship to truth in practice that distinguished her work fro
of most historians eicher in the cighteenth o7 in the twentieth century. This is not
deny certain key points of continuity with the tradition of Voltaire. Ths :
example, she continually made the (old) case that the analysis of the an
recent past, along with their points of continuity and discontinuity,
contemplate and then comment upon the pressing ethical, politi
cal quandaries of the present and future—even, as we have seen, to
tive conclusions.** Arendt’s examples served as the basis for her own ju
hoped, the subsequent judgments of her engaged, lay readers; the
her historically inflected New Yorker and New York Revi of B
1960s and 1970s was not so different from the people whom
Philosophiques? Indeed, her taste for dispensing lessons or cu
Some commENtators to insist that chis is what made her uni
modern, even as she often took the modern world
that links Arendt to Tocqueville, though not to
is, much of the time, about historical variability its




Fhistory and kept Kant, e,
< ually rooted those principleg
s time and within any gjye,
ently to do with the existence of

- 1 dangers of its negation. Borrowing ¢h
e '. ﬁﬁfm ‘ia;g:that Arendt is best undersfocd
7 o m culni’ éasc," using historical examples to undo transcep.
than to reinforce them.? For ultimately, Arendt rejected the kindg
: rations—for example, that politicians have always lied, and always wi]|,
er the conditions—that make everything seem similar and thus familiar, Undey
icroscope, not only totalitarian regimes butalso contemporary liberal democ-
~ racy, with its distinctive lying culture, looks strange and historically anomalous. This i
~ the kind of discovery thar is intended to lead to larger conclusions about truth-telling
" and dissimulation bu also about the mutability of the norms that we live with now.

- This is also what brings us back to the charge of presentism: a risk to which all histo-
rians fear succumbing, a crime from the vantage point of the profession wherever and
swwhenever it conspicuously rears its head. Certainly, we can agree that the danger always
‘remains in this kind of explicitly engaged history writing—as Condorcet, composing
“his futurc-oriented Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrés de ['esprit humain in

- prison at the time of the French Revolution, demonstrates even more abundantly than
4 Woleaire—that the past will be distorted to suit current political agendas or to provide
- moral dicta tailored to one’s contemporary peers. On the contrary, we need historians
o continue to be wary of falsc continuities, anachronisms, and i gnorance of the work of

even global culture. We also want them to avoid confusion between the work of
Lreconstruction and current partisan wrangling.
L'also want to propose that intellectual historians have always been at their
ting when they, like Arendt, are also unabashedly invested in the present
which they live as scholars, as citizens, and as private people. Arendt
of showing us how historians can, perhaps, have their cake and cat it
ast in a thoroughly historical manner but then routinely accempt
-does this mean for us?"? In the end, this disposition is what makes
potentially avant-garde, when it comes to history writing—-aﬂd
el for intellectual historians now.
ry essays, and in her body of work more generally, Arendt docs
directive that, as historians, our first job is actually to estrange
 our own present. In this, she could be said to share an agenda
novelist or critic, who takes his or her job to be showing
I liar angle and thus reorienting our vision. There are,
inctive ways of going about this process. We histori-
by emphasizing radical discontinuity,

"1Zatio
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S f the past—as when Arendt points out

lying n?w. We can also achieve this goal by showing th
norms in the specific (as opposed to i
damcc‘i). Disaggregating assumed pairings—such as truth and democr

exposing the peculiar conditions that brought these odd bedfellows to
point in space and time s also a vital part of what historians do. Ind
for-granted the association between the terms is now, the more essential
becomes. By revealing habits of thought that generally go unremarked, the
inspired by Arende, much like the Russian Formalists and indeed modernists goin;
to Voltaire, takes as her project shattering the intellectual complacency of her readets
and leading them to perceive, to judge, and, potentially, to adopt new (political) habits of
mind themselves.”” However, if this process of estrangement is successful, the historian
is, in a sense, liberated. In the fashion of Arendt, she is freed up to go ahead and take on.
questions of philosophical import and then to draw general conclusions about how we
live in or talk about the world now or even about human nature or social life or political
behavior writ large.?® That is, the historian can engage in the kind of deductive, norma-
tive work, albeit of a particular kind, that is generally the exclusive province of philoso-

phers and political theorists.

Some historians practicing today would still insist that I have pushed this argument
one step too far. They would argue that this is simply not what historians “do.” As Allan
Megill writes in an essay on the work of the intellectual historian: “Historians qua his-
torians talk about particular historical situations—however broad they may be. Theit

of philosophical history, foremost among them Ian Hunter, complain that the hist
working in this mode is compelled to take on the (unappetizing) role of mod
assuming cpistemic and moral authority over others, including figures in the
Hunter, a philosophical approach to history always runs the risk of tarning
into an advocate of ideological politics of one sort or another, and he urges hi
focus their attention on the contextual sources of the intellectual personas|
ous ideas precisely in order to avoid this possibility.**

contingency, on the one hand, and normative conclusions, includ:
the other.?> For Arendt also shows us, very much like Hacking, tha
important generalizations we can draw are those that chaﬂér;gg}‘
claims about the world and that we do this by illuminating a

ity, and patterns of difference and similitude. Concretel

emboldened to ask not only zizh Voltaire and Arend
related in the past?” or even “how are lying and politic




. | nee W\baun daricsof the dfscipline of history—apg
inesas disinctevaysfaproaching knovledge —are oy,
)  from both inside and outside the academy** We might respong
iy m insistence on battening down the hatches. Or we can see
B il Just as we need to rethink the story of the emergence of
in order to recognize their historicity and, thus, precariousness as constructs
h we conduct our intellectual business now, we also need to pay attention to thoge
: in an extramural, extradisciplinary tradition and broke the rules
ne place to look is certainly at those much-maligned thinkers who refused
inction between history and philosophy in defense of the triumph of rationality
1-century France. They are their own best argument. But even more, I would
gating their descendants, the historians who never stuck to the boundar-
and the philosophers who largely eschewed the rules of Philosophy as both
iced in the middle and late-twenticth-century research university. For those of
in thinking about thinking—its history and its furure—Arendt’s essays on
iier an enormously useful model, one that might help us figure out how to engage in
st of conversations and get all of us to rethink what we know to be true.
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