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What does it mean to do metaphysics, nowadays? 

Interview with Professor Daniel Garber, Princeton University 

 

Daniel E. Garber has a PhD in Philosophy from Harvard University (1975) and he is 

the dean of the Philosophy Department at Princeton University. Until 2002 he was 

professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago. His main field of research is the 

rapport between philosophy, science and society in early modernity. He wrote 

Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics (1992), Descartes Embodied: Reading Cartesian 

Philosophy through Cartesian Science (2001), and Leibniz: Body, Substance, Monad 

(2009), and co-edited Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy (1998). 

At present, he is writing a book about Aristotelianism’s opponents  in early 

seventeenth-century France.  

In this interview, he talks about his role as a historian of philosophy, which he 

says resembles the work of a novelist in that it is an attempt to re-imagine the world. 

More precisely, he „uses the history of (scientific, theologic, or philosophical) thought 

to try and understand what it would mean to see the world differently from the way 

we see it today”. He reminds us that there was a time when saying or thinking certain 

things was dangerous. New ideas led to social change – for example, in the sixteenth-

century Germany, where new Protestant ideas led to conflicts. Religious wars in 

France, Germany, and the civil war in England (where religious ideas also played an 

important role) are examples of this.  

 Garber argues that philosophical, scientific and religious ideas are closely 

interconnected. For instance, Descartes’ notion of substance or body was intimitely 

linked with the religious concept of eucharist and transsubstantiality. Essentially, this 

is a neo-pragmatist way of thinking – by looking at the consequences of ideas, and 

their unexpected rapports with reality.  

 When asked about metaphysics, Garber replies (half joking half seriously) that 

he doesn’t know what that means. Then, he mentions various studies in the US, which 

could be labeled as such – one is David Lewis’ modal realism, and Kripke’alternative 

ways of thinking of ’possible worlds’; also, the study of the notion of a thing and the 

rapport between whole and parts, or between mind and body. Philosophical theology 

is another interesting genre in American philosophy at present, and some of its key 

issues (e.g. God, divine nature, and its paradoxes) are closely linked with 

metaphysics. Also, the positivist idea of the unity of knowledge, has led to a certain 
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type of metaphysics. Finally, the heideggerian-phenomenological type of metaphysics 

is practiced mainly in theology departments in the US. Jean-Luc Marion’s book Du 

sens d’ être is a metaphisical book, but it talks about God and being. 

 What Garber has in common with any of the above is a historical perspective 

of things. Incidentally, that is also why he feels more at home in the company of 

European philosophers, rather than those from the Anglo-American tradition – 

because the former are more used to discussing other traditions (from ancient times to 

Kant and Hegel) than analytic philosophers are. 

 On this note, with Europe in mind, we decide to go for a walk in the beautiful 

park at Princeton.       
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