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In February 1686, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz sent a letter to Antoine Arnauld, via their 
mutual friend Ernst, the Landgrave of Hessen-Rheinfels. This letter contained a short 
summary of Leibniz’s most recent philosophical work, the Discourse on Metaphysics, and asked 
Arnauld for his reaction to it. Arnauld’s response was extremely harsh: he called Leibniz’s 
views shocking and useless (9) and advised him to stop engaging in metaphysical speculations 
(11). Yet, Leibniz did not let this discourage him. In the exchange that followed, Leibniz was 
intent on convincing Arnauld that the views contained in the Discourse are well supported 
and less radical than Arnauld initially thought. And while he never convinced Arnauld 
completely, he managed to allay some of Arnauld’s worries. Along the way, the two men 
discussed topics such as divine foreknowledge, freedom, contingency, complete concepts, 
substancehood, causation, the laws of physics, and the special status of rational souls. The 
correspondence continued until March 1690—though Arnauld stopped responding to 
Leibniz’s letters in August 1687. It is indisputably one of the most important philosophical 
texts from Leibniz’s middle period and also sheds light on Arnauld’s views.

Even though various editions and translations of this correspondence have long been 
available, Stephen Voss’s new edition greatly facilitates scholarly engagement with this text. 
Like other volumes of the invaluable Yale Leibniz series, it contains the original language 
text along with an English translation on facing pages, which is enormously convenient. 
The volume also includes two short but useful indices and multiple appendices: an edition 
and translation of manuscript variants as well as an edition and translation of seventeen 
annotations that Leibniz made in the margins of some of the letters years later. Moreover, 
an extremely rich 40-page introduction provides a summary of the correspondence and 
a vast amount of background information about the manuscripts, the correspondence 
and its intellectual milieu, and, of course, about the edition itself as well as its relation to 
other editions. Perhaps most importantly, Voss’s edition is based on a much wider range of 
manuscripts than other editions; more on that later. The English translation is often more 
literal than other translations. This is intentional; Voss opted, as he puts it, to “teach us to 
hear Leibniz and Arnauld as they spoke in the seventeenth century” rather than to “teach 
them to speak to us in the twenty-first” (xxiv).

Because the authoritative Akademie edition of the Arnauld correspondence has already 
been published (Sämtliche Schriften und Briefe, series 2, volume 2, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
2009), one might have expected Voss simply to reprint the French text from that edition. 
Instead, he produced a new edition, working from sixty-two extant manuscripts that are 
housed in multiple libraries and archives across Europe. Because the manuscripts of some 
of the letters that Leibniz sent to Arnauld are lost, Voss reconstructs their content on the 
basis of extant drafts and copies. These reconstructions are produced with great care: the 
textual basis for the reconstructions is meticulously documented in an appendix, and they 
include nothing that does not occur in any of the witnesses to the lost manuscript. This 
is one important respect in which Voss’s approach differs from that of the Akademie and 
other editors, who merely establish the text of extant manuscripts instead of attempting 
to reconstruct a lost original. Another important difference is that Voss consulted many 
manuscripts that were not consulted by other editors. That alone would make Voss’s 
edition indispensable for Leibniz scholars, even if it did not have other virtues. For a list of 
discrepancies between Voss’s edition on the one hand and the Akademie edition as well as 
Geneviève Rodis-Lewis’s edition (Lettres de Leibniz à Arnauld d’après un manuscrit inédit, Paris: 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1952) on the other hand, see Voss’s useful document “In 
Pursuit of Fidelity to the Manuscripts,” available at <yalebooks.com/voss-leibniz-arnauld-
correspondence-extra>.
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Another valuable feature is that the edition provides the page numbers from the 
Akademie edition in the margins, and the page numbers of several other widely used 
editions at the beginning of each letter. In fact, the Akademie and Gerhardt editions’ page 
numbers are even listed in the table of contents, which thereby nicely does double duty 
as a concordance. I do have one quibble, however: to find out which of the texts in the 
volume are preliminary drafts and which are final versions—or, indeed, which ones are 
reconstructions—one has to consult the volume’s endnotes. It would have been far more 
user-friendly to print that information at least at the beginning of each letter, if not in the 
header of each page.

All in all, this edition is invaluable for scholars of early modern philosophy and belongs 
in every major research library. Leibniz scholars will likely want to own a copy.
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In spite of his status as a highly original thinker whose views were, in many ways, ahead of 
his time and anticipate those of more famous successors, the work of Johann Gottfried von 
Herder has not received the attention it deserves in mainstream philosophical discourse. 
In Herder’s Hermeneutics, Kristin Gjesdal successfully addresses this deficit by exploring the 
enlightenment origins of the hermeneutic tradition through a careful and compelling 
reconstruction of Herder’s theory of interpretation. Breaking with the widespread view of 
Herder as a contra-Enlightenment thinker, Gjesdal conceives of Herder’s hermeneutics as 
contributing to the enlightenment of the Enlightenment project through an immanent 
critique of its (Eurocentric) presuppositions and prejudices. At the core of this project is 
Herder’s own version of the Copernican turn, namely, the “anthropological turn,” which 
takes the essential finitude, and cultural and historical situatedness, of human beings as 
its point of departure. Hence, the task of a critical hermeneutics is both to reflect upon 
the limitations and possibilities afforded by our situatedness, and to arrive at a holistic 
understanding of human nature, through a nuanced grasp of cultural difference with 
a view to promoting a process of individual and collective learning and self-cultivation, 
namely, Bildung and Selbstdenken.

The book is divided into seven chapters. The focus of chapter 1 is on Herder’s 
metaphilosophy and call for an anthropological turn. Against the current of contemporary 
scholarship, Gjesdal subtly argues that Herder’s anthropological turn should not be 
understood as a wholesale abandonment of the philosophical enterprise in favor of an 
empirical one, but rather as attempt to put philosophy on a new, more fruitful footing to 
fulfill its emancipatory aims. While this new mode of philosophical praxis involves a de-
transcendentalization of reason, and human subjectivity, as well as a rejection of philosophy 
as a “master science,” this does not entail that philosophy must abandon its claim to truth. 
Rather, it means that philosophy must cultivate its own scientific standards—and avoid 
absolutizing them—as a precondition for a fruitful interdisciplinary dialogue.

Having articulated the nature and aims of the anthropological turn, chapter 2 focuses 
on the special role of aesthetics as a paradigm of critical-reflexive hermeneutic praxis 
through an illuminating discussion of Herder’s “end of art” argument, which predates 
Hegel’s by more than half a century. The fact that art is no longer a self-evident expression 
of a community’s self-understanding should be taken as a call for philosophical reflection 
on the modern hermeneutical situation in which art is produced and understood, rather 
than as calling for its subsumption and articulation within a philosophical system (Hegel).


