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Practitioners of cross-cultural philosophy face a challenge. On the one hand, many of them are
engaged in a constructive project: namely, of examining and (in some cases) undermining the
commitments of a dominant philosophical tradition in light of insights drawn from a historically
neglected, more marginal philosophical tradition.! On the other hand, these insights—so crucial to
the success of this constructive project—are often found in understudied texts that can be given a
stable and correct interpretation only after careful exegesis. But pursuing such exegesis not only

delays the constructive project, but also makes it more difficult to pursue.

One solution to this problem is to opt for a division of labour. Some have argued that the exegetical
task should be left to intellectual historians, while philosophers should concern themselves solely

with the first, constructive project.? But this seems unsatisfying. Certainly, if we look at the history

' This aim of cross-cultural philosophy is defended by both Chakrabarti (2015) and Ganeri (2017).
What Siderits (2003) calls “fusion philosophy” has a similar aim: namely, to make “a serious and
sustained effort to use elements from one tradition in order to try to solve problems arising in
another” (p. 1).

2 Chakrabarti (2015), for instance, recommends “strategic oblivion of one’s sources” (p. 231). By

contrast, in reply to a critic in this journal, Ganeri (2019) claims that what he calls “the Exegesis



of Sanskrit philosophy?, the texts that seem to be theoretically most promising often are the ones
that are untranslated and/or understudied. So, it seems incautious to embark on a project of drawing
insights from those texts without actually making sure that the insights belong to them. Moreover,
shifting the burden of careful historical work onto non-philosophers seems unwise, given that

we—as philosophers—might be the best readers of these philosophical texts (if properly trained).

First assumption”—the stricture that philological exegesis should precede philosophical
engagement—has a place in the history of philosophy, but not in cross-cultural philosophy.

3 Here, I will use the term ““Sanskrit philosophy” to refer to a collection of philosophical traditions
that arose in the Sanskrit cosmopolis, i.e., the cultural world of premodern South and Southeastern
Asia, beginning from 400 CE, where Sanskrit served as the primary language of intellectual and
political discourse. We prefer this term to both “Indian philosophy” and “South Asian philosophy.”
On the one hand, a narrow geographical label like “Indian philosophy” does not accurately capture
the expanse of the geographical region where thinkers we are concerned with lived. On the other
hand, a broader geographical label like “South Asian philosophy,” or even “premodern South
Asian philosophy,” does not quite capture certain unifying features of these thinkers: namely, that
they shared a certain set of scholarly practices (e.g., commentarial conventions, textual genres, and
the like) and theoretical assumptions (e.g., the epistemological framework of pramana theory) in
virtue of being part of the Sanskrit cosmopolis. Importantly, the term “Sanskrit philosophy,” as we
use it here, does not cover just the kind of philosophy that we encounter in texts written in Sanskrit;
it can—and does—extend to texts written in other languages such as Prakrit and Manipravalam by
authors who belonged to this cultural and intellectual world. For the notion of the Sanskrit

cosmopolis, see Pollock (2006).



What I want to recommend, therefore, is a different solution to the problem. The challenge
presupposes a dichotomy between constructive philosophy and exegesis. I think this is a false
dichotomy. Translating a philosophical text from another language, e.g., Sanskrit, into English can
itself be a constructive act. It involves a form of conceptual relocation: relocating a set of concepts
found in the source text into a new conceptual terrain. This act of conceptual relocation requires
us to engage—implicitly at least—in an imaginative exercise, whereby we imagine how the author
of the source text would explain their views and arguments to our contemporaries, €.g., an
Anglophone audience of philosophers or non-philosophers. And, in writing commentaries on and
studies of these texts, we may continue this process of conceptual relocation—connecting those
views and arguments to philosophical questions our audience is familiar with, and testing whether
those views and arguments fit their commitments and their reasons for maintaining those
commitments. This, in turn, may enable us to engage in precisely the kind of constructive project
that cross-cultural philosophers care about: namely, of reexamining and perhaps even revising the
standing commitments of a dominant philosophical tradition in light of the views and arguments

that we have uncovered.

This exercise, I wish to argue, does not involve distorting—or moving away from—the contents
of the texts. We remain interested in accurately answering certain counterfactual questions, like,
“What would Dharmakirti or Udayana say if asked this question?”” Whatever the accurate answer
to this question might be, it has to be grounded, at least partly, in the contents of the relevant texts.
Yet, at the same time, our inquiry is not purely historical: we remain invested in assessing these

answers—which we have elicited from those historical figures—for truth and falsity.



The aim of this short piece is to motivate this method of conceptual relocation to cross-cultural
philosophy. In Section 1, I will sketch an example of this sort of conceptual relocation, explaining
how it can be philosophically fruitful. In Section 2, I address two objections to this approach. The
first says that it abandons a contextualist approach to texts, which is necessary for representing the
texts in an accurate manner; the second argues that this method can only be useful in a context of
discovery for generating new ideas, but not in a context of justification where we assess whether

those ideas are correct.

1. Conceptual Relocation

To fix ideas, I will assume that concepts are representational devices—much like linguistic
expressions—that we use mentally represent particulars, properties, events, kinds, propositions,
and the like. Here is one way of understanding what I mean by “conceptual relocation.” Suppose
there is a community of philosophers who speak a different language from us. Suppose, also, that
they frequently use a kind-concept C (or a corresponding linguistic expression E) purporting to
pick out instances of a kind K. One way to discover what is this kind KX is, is to check whether C
maps onto any other concept C* that picks out a category that strikes us as relatively natural.* To
do this, we must learn a fair amount about the practices of the relevant community of philosophers:

what case-judgements they make using C; what principles they take these case-judgements to

* Notice that a category or a kind can be relatively natural without being perfectly natural. For
example, the kind picked out by “green” is certainly more natural than the gerrymandered or
complex kind picked out by “grue,” but the distinction between green and non-green things isn’t

joint-carving insofar as it doesn’t reveal anything about the fundamental structure of reality.



support; how their philosophical theories explain, or accommodate, those principles. This is all

very abstract. So, let’s work with a concrete example.

In contemporary epistemology, the concepts of belief and knowledge occupy a place of privilege.
Since the 1960s, epistemologists have argued about when a full belief in a proposition can be
justified, and when a certain degree of belief or credence in it is rational. Others have explored the
relation between knowledge and belief, asking when believing a proposition amounts to
knowledge of that proposition. What is striking about both belief and knowledge is that they are
somewhat gerrymandered kinds: they can be either occurrent or dispositional. Suppose 1 believe
cricket is a boring sport. My belief is occurrent if it involves actively entertaining the thought that
cricket is a boring sport; it is dispositional if it doesn’t involve actively entertaining that thought.
For example, if you ask me if I enjoy cricket, I may immediately judge that it is boring, and
therefore that I don’t enjoy it. In this scenario, insofar as I judge—and therefore entertain the
thought—that cricket is boring, I believe this proposition occurrently. But even in other contexts
where I am not entertaining this thought, my patterns of behaviour—for example, the fact that I
doze off when there’s cricket on television, or that I switch off when any conversation turns to
cricket—should be enough to warrant the ascription of a belief that cricket is boring to me. In such
scenarios, I dispositionally believe that cricket is boring. Correspondingly, states of knowing can
be occurrent or dispositional: a state of knowing is occurrent if it involves an occurrent belief; it is

dispositional if it involves a dispositional belief.

A remarkable feature of Sanskrit epistemology—i.e., the family of epistemological theories found

in Sanskrit philosophical texts written in first- and second-millennium South Asia—is that it is



much less concerned with dispositional states than contemporary epistemology. Sanskrit
epistemologists theorized primarily about mental occurrences. These are shortlived mental events
that come and go: experiences and thoughts, desires, aversions, and efforts, pleasures and pains,
and so on. Amongst them, experiences and thoughts are what we may call awareness-events

(jiana).> While awareness-events cannot be dispositional, some of them—especially, episodes of

3> Some people translate the word “jiiana” as “cognition.” I reject this choice of translation. First,
a jiana is an experience or a thought that can be either accurate or inaccurate. By contrast, the
ordinary meaning of “cognition” much closer to “knowledge” or “understanding”: “‘cognition,” in
ordinary contexts at least, refers to states of knowing or understanding or ways of coming to know
or understand. Second, for some Sanskrit epistemologists, a jiana can be a non-conceptual
(nirvikalpaka) perceptual experience, i.e., a perceptual experience that lacks the kind of content
that paradigmatically conceptual states like beliefs and judgements have. But, typically, when
contemporary philosophers of mind and cognitive scientists speak of cognitive states, what they
have in mind are states that have the kind of content that beliefs and judgements have: the contents
of such states can, therefore, be used as premises in reasoning, can be expressed through verbal
reports, and can be exploited for controlling action. This is why some authors—including myself—
have adopted a different translation for the term “jriana”: “awareness” or “awareness-event.” This
translation choice, too, may not seem satisfactory. In contemporary philosophical literature,
awareness is taken to be a factive state: necessarily, if a subject S is aware that p, then p. But jianas
need not be factive states. However, this worry is unfounded. Most Sanskrit epistemologists don’t
have this kind of propositional awareness in mind when they speak of jiiana. Rather, what they

have in mind is an object-directed attitude, which can be reported through constructions of the

form, “S is aware of 0,” or “S is aware of 0 as F.” While such constructions imply the existence of



surety or certainty (niscaya)—function very much like occurrent beliefs. Their contents can be
used as premises in reasoning, expressed through verbal reports, and used for the rational control
of physical action. Yet, at the same time, awareness-events include mental states other than belief:

they include non-conceptual (nirvikalpaka) experiences and doubts (samsaya).

Typically, Sanskrit epistemologists—especially those working within the Nyaya text-tradition—
are concerned with a certain species of awareness-events: pramas. These Sanskrit
epistemologists—working across diverse traditions such as Buddhism, Nyaya and Mimamsa—

take the following three conditions to be necessary (and jointly sufficient) for prama.

THE ACCURACY CONDITION. A pramd is accurate: it correctly presents or represents how
the world is.

THE PEDIGREE CONDITION. A pramd is produced in the right way: the causes of a prama
couldn't have yielded an inaccurate awareness-event.

THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION. A pramd is non-recollective (anubhava): it is not an
occurrent memory (smrti) that may or may not be accurate and is directed at either a

particular, or a property, or an event, or a proposition.

If we look closely at these traditions, we find these epistemologists robustly making case-
judgements that support these conditions, and endorsing theories that entail these conditions on

pramas. In light of THE ACCURACY CONDITION and THE PEDIGREE CONDITION, some scholars have

the object o (a consequence that many Sanskrit epistemologists would be fine with), the latter

construction doesn’t imply that o is in fact F.



translated “prama” as “valid cognition” and as “knowledge.” I think these translations are wrong:
they fail to capture a distinctive feature of pramas accepted by many Sanskrit epistemologists

belonging to different text-traditions: namely, THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION.

Let’s begin with “valid cognition.”® First, “cognition” is a somewhat misleading translation of
“jiana.” Even if we set aside these difficulties with the term “cognition,” we face other difficulties
with the term “valid.” The term—very likely derived from Kant’s talk of objectively valid
representations—is arguably meant to capture THE ACCURACY CONDITION on pramd: an awareness-
event is valid just in case it accurately presents or represents how the world objectively is. But, if
we translate “prama” as “valid cognition,” we won’t do justice to either THE PEDIGREE CONDITION
or THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION. For, arguably, an awareness-event can be valid—i.e., accurate—
even if not produced in the right way, and even memories can be accurate. Of course, we could
build those further conditions explicitly into the translation. We would now translate “prama” as
“valid non-recollective cognition with the right causal pedigree.” But then it would no longer be
clear if the term “prama" picks out a relatively natural category of mental states that Anglophone

readers are aware of.

® My working hypothesis is that the term “valid cognition” became popular in the early twentieth-
century especially with translators like Jha (1907), and exegetes like Keith (1923) and

Radhakrishnan (1927).



A different set of challenges arises for the translation of “prama” as “knowledge.” 7 As we have
noted, states of knowing can be either occurrent or dispositional, but pramds can only be occurrent.
Even though I may not be actively entertaining the thought that cricket is boring, I may
nevertheless know that cricket is boring. But it is impossible for me to undergo a prama with the
content that cricket is boring, without actively entertaining the thought that cricket is boring. On
the other hand, while states of knowing may be subject to both THE ACCURACY CONDITION and THE
PEDIGREE CONDITION, they aren't subject to THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION. If someone knows that
p, their belief that p must not only be true, but also its truth cannot be a matter of luck. One way
of spelling out this anti-luck condition on knowledge is to appeal to the causal ancestry of the
relevant belief—to say that the belief must be produced by causes that could not easily have led to
a false belief under the relevant circumstances. This suggests that states of knowing are subject to
some version of THE ACCURACY CONDITION and THE PEDIGREE CONDITION. Yet, it is
uncontroversial that some states of remembering—occurrent or dispositional—can be states of
knowing. Hearing a piece of music on the radio might stir up a vivid memory of going to a concert
where that piece was played. When I remember this, I know that I went to that concert. But many
Sanskrit epistemologists would not regard this memory as a prama. Thus, the translation of
“prama” suffers from a significant shortcoming: it is unable to capture THE NON-MNEMIC

CONDITION.

7 The translation of “prama” as either “knowledge” or “knowledge-event” or “knowledge-
episode,” probably, gained currency a bit later with writers like Banerjee (1975), Matilal (1986),

and Ganeri (1999).



The problem, then, is this. Existing translations of “prama” either fail to capture THE NON-MNEMIC
CONDITION, or do so only at the risk of failing to latch on to any sufficiently natural category that
Anglophone readers are familiar with. To remedy the shortcomings of these existing translations,

we can offer an alternative.

THE LEARNING/KNOWLEDGE-ACQUISITION HYPOTHESIS. An awareness-event—an
experience or a thought—is a prama if and only if it is an event of learning or knowledge-
acquisition: in undergoing that awareness-event, the agent learns something or acquires

some knowledge.

This hypothesis has two advantages. On the one hand, it helps us make sense of why so many
Sanskrit epistemologists defended the NON-MNEMIC CONDITION as a condition on pramas. For
these epistemologists, recollection is merely a process of information retrieval—a process by
which the agent merely retrieves a piece of information that they acquired through earlier
awareness-events. This, in turn, implies that an agent cannot acquire any knowledge or learn
anything through such recollective awareness-events. At best, they can only be retrieving some
piece of information that they already knew. Thus, THE LEARNING/KNOWLEDGE-ACQUISITION
HYPOTHESIS explains why a prama—understood as an event of learning or knowledge-

acquisition—cannot be recollective in character.

On the other hand, it sheds light on why some Sanskrit epistemologists—for example, Jaina
epistemologists like Prabhacandra and Vadidevasiiri—rejected the NON-MNEMIC CONDITION as a

condition on pramds. For these Jaina thinkers, contents of recollective awareness-events have



certain demonstratives as their component. When I remember the event of drinking from my
coffee-mug yesterday, I may remember the coffee-mug as that coffee-mug, picking it out with the
memory demonstrative “that.” The Jaina epistemologists argue that, in picking out the object of
memory using “that,” the recollective awareness represents it as something that has already been
experienced (anubhiita), in effect portraying it as located in the past, or as an object of a past
experience, relative to our present temporal location. In doing so, a recollective awareness-event
can yield previously unacquired self-locating knowledge, i.e., knowledge about ourselves and our
spatiotemporal location. Therefore, it can indeed count as an event of learning or knowledge-
acquisition. Thus, THE LEARNING/KNOWLEDGE-ACQUISITION HYPOTHESIS explains why the Jaina
epistemologists are willing to treat recollective awareness-events—insofar as they are events of

learning or knowledge-acquisition—as pramas.

This line of reasoning—which leads us to THE LEARNING/KNOWLEDGE-ACQUISITION HYPOTHESIS—
is an instance of what I am calling conceptual relocation. Our target was the concept of prama.
We started out by surveying the difficulties that face existing translations for the word “prama”,
and discovered that they all fail to explain why THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION is robustly accepted
by many Sanskrit epistemologists. The best explanation of this condition (in conjunction with the
accuracy condition and non-mnemic condition) is the learning/knowledge-acquisition hypothesis.
This, in turn, shows us that the concept of prama approximates—or can be mapped on to—our
concept of learning or knowledge-acquisition. This, in turn, tells us which epistemological kind
the concept of prama is tracking. That, in turn, sheds light on the disagreement between the Nyaya

defenders of THE NON-MNEMIC CONDITION and the Jaina opponents of it.



But this is not where the process of conceptual relocation ends. Once we accept THE
LEARNING/KNOWLEDGE-ACQUISITION HYPOTHESIS, we can begin to ask a range of questions both
of ourselves and of the Sanskrit epistemologists—questions that we could not ask earlier. For
example, if a prama is not a state of knowing, but rather an event of learning or knowledge-
acquisition, then do Sanskrit epistemologists have any notion of knowledge at all? This is not
immediately obvious. E. J. Lemmon (1967) once argued that we can analyze the concept of
knowledge in terms of learning: an agent knows that p just in case they have learned that p and
haven’t forgotten that p. One might argue that, even if Sanskrit epistemologists did not have any
concept that exactly matches the concept of knowledge, they would nevertheless be able to analyze
knowledge in terms of learning as Lemmon once did. This, in turn, can then become the basis of a
new research project in epistemology—one that turns away from states like belief and knowledge,
but takes learning to be explanatorily fundamental, and attempts to explain all other
epistemologically significant kinds (such as belief, knowledge, justification, and the like) in terms
of learning. I have not worked out the details of what such a ‘learning-first’ approach to
epistemology would look like. But it would certainly run against the tendency of contemporary
epistemologists to focus on arguably gerrymandered states like belief and knowledge (which can
be both occurrent and dispositional), and would rather emphasize the role of occurrent mental
states that constitute cognitive achievements of a certain kind. The philosophical payoff of
conceptual relocation lies precisely in making room for these questions that force us to reexamine

our standing commitments in light of theoretical possibilities that we were unaware of.

Let’s take stock. In this section, I have tried to offer an illustration of what conceptual relocation

could look like. What is distinctive of this method is that it combines careful historical work with



at least one of the aims of cross-cultural philosophy: namely, of reexamining certain commitments
of'a dominant philosophical tradition using insights from a historically marginalized one. The aim
of the method is not mere comparison, i.e., merely uncovering similarities and differences between
these traditions. Nor is the aim of the method to extract from ancient texts arguments and puzzles
that might strike us as interesting or novel. For example, it is somewhat unsurprising that there
would be many dissimilarities between contemporary epistemologists and their counterparts in the
Sanskrit cosmopolis, and that they would have been concerned with arguments and puzzles that
we are unfamiliar with. Rather, the aim of conceptual relocation is to bring to light the
philosophical significance of certain concepts—Iike the concept of prama—that have thus been
neglected within the philosophical traditions that are dominant in contemporary Anglophone
philosophy. This, in turn, can be the basis for new, much more ambitious projects of theory-

building where these concepts play a central role.

What I have said so far leaves open the possibility that we may not always be able to successfully
complete the task of conceptual relocation. Some philosophically interesting concepts can be so
closely tied to their cultural context that it becomes difficult to find any sufficiently natural
analogue that exactly corresponds to them. In such cases, we may find either (a) concepts that are
imperfect analogues but pick out relatively natural categories, or (b) concepts that are exact
analogues but pick out gerrymandered or complex categories. However, we can still learn a lot
from these failures of conceptual relocation. Suppose that, for a concept C used in a source
tradition, we find an imperfect analogue C* that strikes members of the target tradition as
sufficiently natural. Now imagine that the philosophical problems or puzzles that arose from the

use of C in the source tradition cannot be reconstructed, using C*, for members of the target



tradition. This can expose the limits of the philosophical horizons of the target tradition; it can
bring to light the fact that the problems or puzzles that members of the source tradition found
pressing may be contingent on their cultural practices in ways that prevent members of the target
tradition from appreciating their significance. This, in turn, might force us—as members of the
target tradition—to attend to other ways of conceptualizing the world that may initially strike us
as gerrymandered or complex, yet nevertheless yield rich philosophical dividends in the longer

run.

2. Objection and Replies

In this section, I will address two objections to the method of conceptual relocation I have outlined
above. The first objection argues that the method of conceptual relocation—while somewhat
historical—abandons one desideratum of good historical work in philosophy: namely, attention to
context. The second objection claims that the method of conceptual relocation, at best, can help us
generate new ideas that could be useful for us in future theorizing, but it cannot help us with the
task of assessing those ideas. So, to invoke a distinction from Hans Reichenbach, it is useful in

contexts of discovery, but does not extend to contexts of justification.

2.1 Objection 1: Conceptual Relocation Abandons Contextualism

The method of conceptual relocation requires us to engage in a form of counterfactual reasoning:

“How would philosophers of a certain milieu explain their theories about a kind K (couched in

terms of concept C) to us?” One might worry that, in engaging in this kind of reasoning, we are



de-contextualizing the concept C. Instead of restricting ourselves to the historical context within
which C was originally used and uncovering its meaning in that context, we are trying to ask how
the meaning of C could be explained within our context of conversation and how the theories
associated with C could be evaluated within our context of conversation. The objection: this shift

away from the original context of use might prevent us from discovering what C in fact picks out.

There are two ways of motivating this objection. The first way is inspired by Skinner (1969).
Skinner’s basic argument takes inspiration from J. L. Austin’s view that, when a speaker utters a
sentence s (or a collection of such sentences) in a context ¢, which illocutionary act they thereby
perform—for example, what statement they make—is determined not merely by features of their
linguistic utterance alone, but also by extralinguistic features of the context c. So, if we are to
figure out what a historical text means—i.e., which statements are being made through it—we

must place it within its appropriate context of utterance.

This idea doesn’t just apply to historical texts, but also to the concepts that are invoked in such
texts. Like Skinner, one might think that, to figure out what kind K a concept C refers to, we must
first understand the meaning of linguistic utterances in which an expression £ corresponding to C
is used. But, if Skinner is right, the meaning of such utterances—for example, what is stated by
such utterances—cannot be determined independently of the context of utterance. So, we cannot
discover what C refers to without undertaking a study of the context in which C was used. The
worry for the method of conceptual relocation is just this. In explaining C using concepts that are

alien to the original context in which C is used, the practitioner of that method stands the risk of



explaining what C means or refers to independently of that original context. This, one might worry,

could prevent the practitioner of conceptual relocation from getting things right.

This line of reasoning is confused. First, there is no reason for us to think that expressions
corresponding to theoretical concepts, like “prama,” are context-sensitive such that what they
mean or refer to varies depending on the context of utterance. So, I don’t see why we must
undertake a study of every context in which such a concept is used, before we can even say
anything about what the concept refers to. Second, even if these expressions are context-sensitive
and their contents or referents do vary with the context of utterance, we may still be able to
characterize their semantic properties in a general enough manner, so that we can figure out what
kind K the concept referred to in past contexts of use. For examples, indexicals like “I,” “here,”
and “now” are context-sensitive (in the sense specified above), but that need not prevent us
generally characterizing the manner in which their content is determined in each context. So, when
we ask how we can explain the relevant concept C to our contemporaries, we may be seeking
precisely such a general characterization. Third, the fact that we seek to articulate and then evaluate
past philosophical theories within our context of conversation—in light of the information
available to us—does not conflict with the fact that the meanings of the terms in which these
theories are cast were determined partly by the past contexts of use. For example, when David
utters the sentence, “My pants are on fire,” the content of that utterance might be fixed by the
context of utterance: its content (arguably) is the singular proposition that David’s pants are on
fire. But that need not prevent us in another context of conversation from articulating the same
content using the sentence “David’s pants are on fire,” and then debating whether that content is

true.



However, there is a different—more promising—way of pressing the same objection. One might
subscribe to a kind of holism, according to which it is impossible to spell out what a concept C
means (or picks out) independently of the other concepts that it is used in conjunction with. Return
to the concept of prama. When Sanskrit epistemologists theorize about pramas, they speak not
only of the awareness-event that counts as a pramd, but also of other factors that play various
causal roles in relation to those events, e.g., the learner (pramatr) who brings about those pramds,
the objects of learning (prameya) towards which that prama is directed, and the instrument of
learning (pramana) by means of which such a prama is generated. In doing so, they rely on a
certain conceptual framework borrowed from Sanskrit grammarians: karaka theory. This allows
them to spell out the content of this gamut of concepts using a collection of explanatorily more
basic concepts, e.g., the notions of an event (kriya@) and of the event-makers (karaka) that play
various causal roles in relation to it, e.g., agents (kartr), patients (karman), and instruments
(karana). Thus, one might argue, to understand what the concept of prama means within that
context, we must come also to understand what these other concepts mean. But if we were to focus
solely on the question of how to explain the concept of prama to our contemporaries, we need not
go to so much trouble: it is not always necessary to explain the notion of prama using karaka
theory. So, engaging in such an exercise, then, might distort or fail to fully capture the meaning of

the relevant concept.

Even this way of pressing the objection does not seem to be powerful. I agree that, to fully grasp
the functional role of a concept across a range of theories from a certain period, we need to

understand the connections between the relevant concept and a bunch of other concepts that were



used in those theoretical contexts. That is definitely a task that historians of philosophy should
undertake. But how much of this task needs to be performed on each occasion depends on the
purpose at hand. For example, if I am translating and commenting on an introductory manual of
Sanskrit epistemology where the notion of pramd is defined using karaka theory, then I do need
to introduce all the relevant concepts exactly in the way the intended reader of the text would
encounter them. Otherwise, the reader would not be able to navigate the conceptual terrain in
which the manual seeks to situate the concept. By contrast, when I am translating and commenting
on a more high-level argumentative text, then I need to introduce only the amount of detail that is
necessary to understand the arguments in the text itself and nothing more. In either case, we are
answering the same question, “How should the relevant concept C be explained to our

contemporaries on this occasion?”

The lesson is just this. There is no conflict between the approach that I am calling conceptual
relocation and the kind of attention to historical context that historians of ideas and historians of

philosophy often demand.

2.2. Objection 2: Conceptual Relocation is Useless in Contexts of Justification

A slightly different worry is that the method of conceptual relocation cannot in fact serve the aim
of cross-cultural philosophy that it is intended to serve. The paradigmatic instances of conceptual
relocation, as I suggested at the beginning of this piece, are translations of and commentaries on
historical texts. One might argue like this. Like a lot of work in the history of philosophy, such

translations and commentaries are useful insofar as they bring to light new ideas, arguments, and



problems. But they cannot help us determine whether or not such ideas, arguments, and problems
are worth taking seriously. Under a progressivist conception of philosophy, philosophy is making
progress all the time: we, as philosophers, know much more than our forebears did. So, some of
the new ideas, arguments, and problems that we discover in translations and commentaries of
earlier philosophical texts may indeed be worthless given everything else that we know. So, to
determine whether these are worth taking seriously, we must undertake a separate investigation.
Thus, though the method of conceptual relocation may be useful in contexts of discovery (where
the aim is to generate new ideas, etc.), it is useless in contexts of justification.’ But the aim of cross-
cultural philosophy—which we started out with—is to question and undermine the commitments
of a dominant philosophical tradition in light of insights drawn from a marginalized tradition. Such

an exercise belongs primarily to a context of justification.

One way of resisting this objection is to question the progressivist conception of philosophy. We
can grant that we know certain facts which philosophers of the past did not know. But that is
compatible with the idea that they knew certain facts that we are ignorant of. Philosophy, perhaps
more than any other discipline, is susceptible to changes in fashion. Ideas, arguments, and
problems that seemed urgent to one generation of philosophy may quickly fall out of favour for
another generation, not because the latter generation may have discovered refutations of those
ideas and arguments, or developed solutions to those problems, but rather because it may have
moved on to a different set of ideas, arguments and problems. Thus, the strict separation between

contexts of discovery and contexts of justification that the progressivist wants to make is

8 1 take Williamson (2018, ch. 8) to be making a similar point about the uses of history of

philosophy.



questionable. In some contexts of inquiry, the very act of bringing to light a philosophical theory
may be enough to undermine a widely accepted theory, simply because it is clear that the former
theory better explains the evidence that is available in those contexts. In such contexts, discovery

and justification can go hand in hand.

This point seems to generalize to contexts where philosophers are engaged in the kind of cross-
cultural work that I have outlined here. In such cases, changes in fashion may not be the cause of
our ignorance of past theories, but rather our lack of exposure to other cultures. The method of
conceptual relocation allows us to recast a philosophical theory—associated with a concept C
belonging to a different culture—in terms of a concept C* that strikes us as sufficiently natural. In
doing so, it may help us appreciate the virtues of a philosophical theory that we were unaware of.
If this theory enjoys certain explanatory advantages over extant theories in the relevant domain,
then (all else equal) we may indeed have greater reason to accept that newly discovered theory

over the extant ones.

There is also a different way of resisting the same objection. When the practitioner of conceptual
relocation recasts a philosophical theory using concepts that strike us as relatively natural, they are
not merely presenting the theory itself, but rather engaged in a project of philosophical
explanation. They are trying to explain why a certain group of philosophers came to endorse that
theory, given the theoretical alternatives that were available to them (given their background
conceptual repertoire). In doing so, they are helping us see what made a theory plausible by lights
of those philosophers. Even if the set of theoretical options available to those thinkers were limited

in comparison to ours, and even if we know much more about the relevant subject-matter than they



did, such an explanation can nevertheless serve as a plausibility argument for the relevant theory.
A plausibility argument does not confirm a theory; it merely shows that the theory is prima facie
worth taking seriously, before we have taken into account all the evidence available to us.’ It may
well be the case that, once we have considered a// the evidence, we won’t accept the theory that
we have just discovered. But notice that when we give a plausibility argument for a theory, we are
already in a context of justification. We are not merely reporting the discovery of a previously
untraversed region of the space of theoretical possibilities. Rather, we are saying why we shouldn’t

prima facie ignore the possibility that our world might in fact belong to that region of possibilities.

Once again, the upshot is simple. The method of conceptual relocation is not useful only for
discovering ideas, arguments, and problems from other philosophical traditions; it can be useful in

the context of justifying philosophical theories too.

3. Conclusion

It’s time to wrap up. I began this piece with a challenge for practitioners of cross-cultural
philosophy: namely, that there is a tension between the constructive aim of their project and the
exegetical requirements of that same project. To resolve this challenge, I have recommended a
method of conceptual relocation. This requires us to re-cast philosophical theories associated with
a concept C belonging to a source tradition in terms of a concept C* that strikes members of a

target tradition as sufficiently natural. I have given a concrete example of this method, and

? For more on plausibility arguments in the history of science, see Salmon (2005).



defended it against two salient objections, explaining why the method can be both historically

accurate and philosophically fruitful.'®
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