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Summary

Preface

This book is about the history of philosophical practice, or of philosophy as an institution, rather than of philosophical thought. As such, it complements Hamlyn’s A History of Western Philosophy (London, Viking, 1987). 

Introduction (pp.1–6)
Why do philosophers not currently have a high reputation, at least in Britain? Philosophy is largely confined to the universities, and has suffered from recent financial cut-backs, since many university administrators do not appreciate its value. Criteria for success are obscure; its methods are difficult to understand; it has no obvious relation to material things; and since philosophers are concerned with criticism and argument, they have sometimes (like Socratic gadflies) been the bane of the authorities. 

It could be argued that the institutionalisation of philosophy has harmed it, and that relative freedom from an institutionalised framework is necessary for progress (as was the case with Wittgenstein and Russell, the two greatest philosophers in Britain of the 20th century). 

Another point is that Anglo-Saxon philosophy has become quite technical, and this makes it increasingly difficult for it to be assimilated within the general culture. It is different in the USA, where the culture has a more scientific orientation, and sheer numbers make it possible for a great variety of things to co-exist. But England (though not Scotland and Wales) is anti-intellectual, and the admission that one is a philosopher is often greeted by a horrified silence, since ‘many people cannot tolerate what they cannot understand and what they think is beyond them.’

Socrates was able to have the influence he did in Athens because it was a small and restricted society, whereas today’s society is much larger and more complex. In 20th-century Britain, Russell was exceptional in his political activities, and some philosophers would regard them as philosophically irrelevant. Such an attitude might account for the unpopularity of philosophers, since it suggests cultural isolationism.

Philosophy has come to play a lesser role in British culture, and philosophy books are rarely reviewed in the ‘quality’ Sunday newspapers. Philosophers are partly to blame, since they haven’t cultivated those responsible for influencing culture, and they have wanted to be seen as practitioners of a ‘respectable academic subject’. But the consequences have become more serious than would otherwise have been the case, because of the philistinism encouraged by British governments.

The unpopularity of philosophy derives from its perceived irrelevance, and the fear of what is not understood. Introductions and histories fail to make clear what philosophers do. For example, what did Heraclitus mean to do with his epigrams, and how were they received? The practice of philosophers has varied over the ages. It is only recently that it has become ‘rare to find a leading philosopher who is not also a university teacher.’

Chapters 1–5 constitute an overview of the history of philosophy and philosophers up to the end of the 19th century.

6: The Twentieth Century (pp.127–160)

[127] The 20th century is marked by the almost total professionalisation of the subject, and its confinement to HE institutions. [128] Most British philosophers would maintain that their progress in the subject has been helped by having to teach — consequently, much depends on how the teaching is done. The lecture/seminar method of the Continent favours the propagation of doctrines at the expense of the probing of arguments. The (British) tutorial aims at the close critique of the student’s arguments, even if this is not always achieved. Non-Anglo-Saxon philosophers see it as nit-picking, and lacking in a concern for the large issues. But the tutorial system applies mainly to Oxbridge. Oxford has been especially dominant, because of the number of staff and students, and because Literae Humaniores was regarded as the perfect form of liberal education for an administrator. In Scotland, philosophy lectures were, until recently, compulsory for all arts students.

[130] All the new universities had a philosophy department (except Essex, though it later fell into line), and some polytechnics. Recent government cutbacks have led to the abolition of some departments, and the contraction of others. Outside Oxford, philosophy is taught in departments. Departments tend to be inward-looking, despite the existence of joint degrees. Even though there is no single-honours philosophy at Oxford, its philosophers are no more outward-looking than others. [131] The consequence is an emphasis on the autonomy of philosophy and a tendency towards specialism. Most departments would like to emphasise tutorial teaching as much as possible, depending on size and student:staff ratios.

In large departments (especially in the USA) there lacks a cohesive approach, since philosophers disagree. Britain has been less beset by specialism, perhaps because Oxford tutors teach a wide range of subjects within philosophy. In very large departments, as in the USA, specialism may become so acute that members cannot argue with each other on philosophical issues. [132] Some new UK universities avoided departmental structures; but because of outside, professional demands, staff gravitated towards departmental structures in spirit. An exception is philosophers concerned with the philosophy of other disciplines, [133] or interdisciplinary fields such as cognitive science (though philosophers need to maintain expertise in their own first-order discipline).

[134] In Britain, most philosophers are in philosophy departments, which usually prescribe a common compulsory core for philosophy programmes, but occasionally (on the US model) allow complete freedom of choice. Postgraduate teaching is either individual, or, where numbers warrant it, in classes.

University teachers are required to research; but researching philosophy is not like research in other subjects. [135] Often it involves substantiating arguments, which depends heavily on arguing with colleagues. Unfortunately, some philosophical practice is determined by extra-philosophical, ideological considerations (as in the Middle Ages) — e.g. Marxism, or the fashion for materialism in American analytic philosophy. Even without such constraints, it is quite common for philosophers not to discuss with philosophers from other traditions.

There is a close correlation between concern for argumentation, and the forms of teaching undertaken and how students react. However, agreement is difficult to achieve. [136] In non-analytic traditions, a vision and its expression are more important. Philosophical movements are not as monolithic as they may seem to outsiders (e.g. differences among Oxford linguistic philosophers, or among Continental philosophers).

The sheer number of philosophers at meetings of the Joint Session or the American Philosophical Association means that they have become a matter of form rather than a forum for discussion. Europe is different in that the analytic tradition doesn’t exist; there is sometimes a preoccupation with postgraduates and greater professorial power; and philosophy was disrupted by the wars, Nazism, and Marxism. But generally there too philosophy has become institutionalised within universities.

[137ff.] In Britain, the two major exceptions are Russell and Wittgenstein, who had only loose connections with the university system.

[146] Increasing dependence of UK universities on government funding, and pressure to conform to stereotypes through the assessment of teaching and research, led to the foundation of the National Committee for Philosophy (NCP) to defend academic philosophy in the UK. Unlike the American Philosophical Association, the Joint Session of the Mind Association and the Aristotelian Society never combined the roles of organising conferences and defence of the profession.

[147] Post-war expansion greatly increased the scope for the study of philosophy, but entirely within the university system. The only institution concerned with the propagation of philosophy outside academia is the Royal Institute of Philosophy (with its journal Philosophy), set up in 1925. Latterly (along with the NCP) it has taken an interest in philosophy in schools.

[148] There has been a long tradition of teaching philosophy in schools in France and Germany; but it is only recently that philosophy A-levels (and less formal initiatives) have been set up in a small way in the UK (despite the opposition of some philosophers). [149] There is even less scope for philosophy in schools in the USA, since the early years of study at university is more like the sixth form in the UK. Attempts to introduce philosophy for children involve a very different kind of philosophy. On the other hand, the institution of summer schools does spread philosophy to a wider audience more effectively than the activities of extra-mural departments in the UK; but in both cases, they are still part of the university system.

[150] 20th-century America has produced no eccentrics like Russell and Wittgenstein in Britain. Harvard academics have been dominant. The technical tendency in America was reinforced by members of the Vienna Circle who arrived as refugees. [151] In the latter part of the 20th century, the centre of gravity of analytic philosophy moved from Oxford to the USA.

Philosophers are more respected in the USA than in the UK, not because they are seen as intellectual leaders (as in Europe), but because the style of American philosophy fits well with the dominant culture — in particular, the emphasis on logic and philosophy of science, and on applied philosophy. That this is far less true of Britain is due to the conservatism and élitism of our educational and social systems.

There follow 10 pages on 20th-century philosophers in the rest of Europe.

‘It is not perhaps too distorted a judgment to maintain that Germany respects, still respects, the scholar, France respects, indeed worships, the intellectual, whereas in Britain both these things are distrusted, and it is the amateur who makes a successful coup who gets the regard.’

7. Conclusion (pp.161–173)

[161] English mistrust of intellectuals predates the anti-academicism of recent governments, and there is a bigger gap between academia and industry than in the USA. Until the 1830s, there were only two universities, recently moribund. After others were founded, Oxford and Cambridge remained an élite. [162] The recent history of English philosophy is the history of philosophy at Oxbridge. Other countries have élite institutions, but they do not have the English cult of the amateur and distrust of expertise, which naturally makes the experts turn in on themselves. In philosophy, this results in technicality (or obscurantism) ‘which, it is hoped, may impress outsiders without necessarily producing in them a wish to join in.’ British philosophy has also been infected by US technicality, which arose for different reasons. ‘Populariser’ is still a word of abuse, and there are few attempts to fill the role of a Socrates.

[162] Professionalism is fine in certain subjects, but not if it is merely a defence-reaction against being disregarded. Is the subject-matter of philosophy such as to demand professionalism? In the 17th and 18th centuries, philosophical progress took place outside, and in opposition to the universities, and standards were maintained through mutual criticism carried out in correspondence and publications — but perhaps this non-university setting was the exception rather than the rule. It might be said that present-day philosophy is merely a continuation of the 17th- and 18th-century pattern through publications and conferences. But the big difference is that today there is a close connection between practice and teaching. [164] Is this connection either necessary or desirable for philosophical practice as things now are? Aristotle would have been puzzled by the individualism and detachment from teaching of the 17th and 18th centuries, and by the conservatism of the universities.

[165] We need to ask, not only whether universities are desirable for philosophy, but whether philosophy is desirable for universities. In the current utilitarian climate, subjects like philosophy tend to be depreciated. The useful aspects of philosophy are not obvious, and its stress on criticism is sometimes seen as destructive of the pursuit of knowledge. Above all, non-philosophers fail to see the point of the subject. 

[166] Much of philosophy is second-order (‘philosophy of . . .’, and epistemology). Such philosophy is concerned with the concepts of other disciplines, and with how they are possible. Philosophers as sceptics are a straw man, since they are sceptics at most in a positive sense. 

Other concerns are raised by philosophers in their own right — e.g. metaphysics, which ‘is concerned with concepts which are fundamental to the very possibility of our being able to think about a reality in which we too exist.’ It is desirable that at least some students should be enabled to think about such issues, though not all are suited to philosophy. [167] Second-order issues presuppose acquaintance with the first-order discipline, which is why some believe that undergraduates should not study philosophy by itself. Many young people want to study philosophy, even if it is not directly vocational — though career issues should not be overriding. ‘If universities were to give up the idea of the pursuit of knowledge per se, whatever else they did, they would not be worth the name.’

What does philosophy do for society and its intellectual well-being? Philosophers no longer claim universal wisdom. But philosophy at least involves sorting out abstract concepts, and making clear what presupposes what. [168] It would be good for society if philosophers acted as gadflies more, providing detached criticism for those preoccupied with first-order issues. The same is true within universities, and philosophers should not bury themselves in their own technical preoccupations. It is not so much a question of criticising or co-operating with other disciplines, but of contributing ‘to the general intellectual atmosphere of the institution by way of the particular cast of mind that a philosopher acquires,’ by adding clarity and revealing hidden assumptions. Philosophers make more of a contribution to management and administration than is always recognised. Both within institutions and within society at large, philosophers should challenge accepted beliefs and ways of thinking. But they should not forget their main positive role of understanding the abstract concepts which are presupposed by the sciences and society. [169] ‘But the life-blood of philosophy is, or ought to be, the argument by means of which positions are justified or are challenged.’ ‘Philosophy is nothing without . . . argument’ — hence the importance of logic. Philosophers need a keen sense of the nuances of argument, even if others may see this as nit-picking. 

Does philosophy need institutions? In the 17th and 18th centuries, philosophers in effect manufactured their own institutions, and they had a large lay audience, who also published books. But publishing has now also become professionalised, and private publication is virtually impossible. [170] The 17th- and 18th-century enterprise lacked standards and life, both of which depend on a context of criticism for honing philosophical argument. The best source is the response of students in tutorials and seminars (lectures are fine for the presentation of ideas, but they lack feedback). The effort to convince good students provides a unique challenge which is different from debating with colleagues; and the separate challenge presented by weaker students is akin to taking philosophy to a wider public. Teaching, and hence institutions which make teaching possible, is important for the well-being of philosophy.

The few big names in the 17th and 18th centuries were an exception, and philosophy could not have continued to flourish that way in the long term. They were part of a wider society, including scientists and theologians. [171] Today there is little scope for non-academics to continue an active philosophical role. Nor can we recapture the spirit of the 18th-century Scottish Enlightenment. It is now extremely difficult to carry on philosophy outside the universities, ‘because the apparatus necessary for philosophical scholarship entails an involvement in the teaching of the subject.’ This implies a certain continuity between the position of philosophy in Aristotle’s time and today, except that (unlike Germany or France) there is a surprising lack of respect for philosophers in England, reinforced by utilitarian attitudes to education.

[172] Philosophy does have long-term benefits for society, but that this should require justification is ‘a sign of the corruption of our times’ in Britain if not elsewhere. [173] It is paradoxical that the greatest period of modern philosophy ought not to be repeated, since it failed to permeate the mass of educated people, because it was not linked to the educational system. It is now inconceivable that fruitful philosophy could be carried on outside higher education. 

Comments

This book is a sandwich turned inside out. The bread and butter in the middle is a quick run through the history of philosophy, only with an emphasis on the lives of the philosophers (rather in the manner of Diogenes Laertius’s book of that title). The meat is at the beginning and the end, where Hamlyn raises a range of issues about the role of philosophy in Britain, as compared with America and continental Europe.

I have not summarised the historical part of the book, since it is not relevant to our purpose. Indeed, it is unclear how far it is relevant to Hamlyn’s purpose, since the main material he draws on is the importance of institutionalised philosophy in the ancient world, and the fact that most of the major figures of the 17th and 18th centuries were outside (and hostile to) the university system. Generally the account is sound and clearly written, even if one could quibble over certain points: for example, that Hobbes was an atomist (p.53), that Spinoza had no following (p.61); that Leibniz published only one book (p.61: true — but he published many articles); and that Thomas Reid’s teaching was didactic in style (p.84).

In the meat of the book, Hamlyn makes many sweeping generalisations about the practice of philosophy and attitudes to philosophers in various countries. Fair enough when it is a question of presenting a broad picture; but I cannot help feeling that the generalisations are drawn more from his personal experience than from any actual research, or reading of such literature as exists (UNESCO surveys, for example). The picture he paints of philosophy in the US may be true of major research universities; but he doesn’t even mention the innumerable teaching universities and colleges with philosophy departments which are minuscule even by British standards. Again, although he makes the point that, outside English-speaking countries, philosophy is widely taught in schools, he is vague about the impact it has on the practice of philosophy in higher education, and on receptivity to philosophical ideas among the educated populace. He is also silent about the often fraught relationship between philosophy and religion in many countries (including the US). One of the aims of the PRS-LTSN is to make information about such international issues more readily available.

Hamlyn raises many interesting and important questions about what it is to be a philosopher today, especially in Britain; but he is rather short on definitive answers. For example, he seems to waver between saying that philosophy is depreciated in Britain because the English (though not the Scots) have always been unphilosophical, and saying that it is a recent phenomenon arising from the institutionalisation of philosophy, government cuts in funding, and philistine university administrators. 

He is also ambivalent about the institutionalisation of philosophy. On the one hand, he sees the 17th and 18th centuries, when the great philosophers were free-lance, as a sort of golden age; and he notes that the two greatest philosophers of the 20th century had only the loosest of ties with universities. In the same vein, he regrets the way in which institutionalisation makes philosophers over-technical and inward-looking. On the other hand, he accepts that, in the modern world, philosophy can thrive only in institutions, just as has normally been the case from the time of Plato onwards (the 17th and 18th centuries being an aberration). His main argument is that philosophy can flourish only in the context of teaching, and he could have reinforced this by pointing out that the major figures of the 17th and 18th centuries were in fact teachers, even though their disciples were not university students. The difference now is that universities have almost totally cornered the intellectual market, and there is little role left for institutions such as philosophical and literary societies (not mentioned by Hamlyn). Yet we are beginning to see a resurgence of cafés philosophiques (reminiscent of the 17th and 18th centuries), and of philosophical websites totally out of the control of academia. Perhaps institutionalisation is not so inevitable after all.

Yet Hamlyn’s point about the importance of teaching, and the way it influences the practice of philosophy, is revolutionary. We have become used to a regime in which we have to demonstrate how teaching is carried out in the context of research — as if teaching is good because undergraduates are confronted with the most recent and most recondite advances in the discipline. It might be better if we had to demonstrate how research is carried out in the context of teaching — how interaction with our audience affects what we work on; how we make philosophical ideas and techniques intelligible and relevant to an educated public; how our research has been improved through argument with others; and so on. This, at any rate, is what Hamlyn seems to be getting at when he argues for the necessity of teaching (and not merely the best students), and complains of the technicality and inward-lookingness of much current research. He may also be saying that, if there were a culture shift in which philosophers gave teaching priority over research, then philosophy would regain the reputation it deserves in British society as a whole.

Hamlyn tends to concentrate on the big names, as if the role of philosophy in a society were determined by Socrates in Athens; Locke, Berkeley, and Hume in 17th- and 18th-century Britain; and Russell and Wittgenstein in the first half of the 20th century. Thus he ignores the contribution of university philosophers over many centuries; he bemoans the lack of eccentric individualists in 20th-century America; and, like Diogenes with his lamp, he searches in vain for a modern Socrates. I suppose this is inevitable in a history book which cherry-picks the most prominent names from the past. But there is normal philosophy as well as revolutionary philosophy, and normal philosophers are not just some dung-heap on which occasional orchids blossom. As Hamlyn implies, philosophy could fertilise the whole of society if philosophers were less introverted, and bound to departments and specialisms. The influence of a whole army of normal philosophers might far outweigh that of stars like Russell,

Indeed, Hamlyn himself takes justified pride in the positive influence he had on the administration of his own institution as a senior manager. He believes that philosophers are (at least in principle) especially suited to university management because of their ability to clarify issues and unearth underlying assumptions. I fully endorse this view from my own experience (of other philosopher-managers, not just myself), and I would add to the list all those other intellectual skills which we claim for philosophy graduates. Every individual philosopher who becomes a Vice-Chancellor, or Pro-Vice-Chancellor, or Dean, or committee Chair should demonstrate the value of philosophy to non-philosophers. The more this happens at a local level (especially in situations where universities interact with a wider public), the more philosophy will regain its reputation. 

Despite his warning not to see philosophical movements as monolithic (p.136), Hamlyn assumes that Anglo-Saxon philosophy is primarily about argument, and that continental philosophy is primarily about the transmission of ideas. He lets us know which side he is on, when he says that philosophy is nothing without argument (p.169). He associates the different styles of philosophy with the primacy of the tutorial as a method of teaching in the Anglo-Saxon world, and the primacy of the lecture on the Continent. As a broad generalisation, there is much truth to this — particularly if one looks at extreme cases, such as the Oxford tutorial (or Cambridge supervision) compared with the mass lectures of Paris or Rome. However, the polarisation between the individual or small-group discussion tutorial and the large didactic lecture is beginning to look rather old-fashioned. Particularly outside the golden triangle of Oxbridge and London, and outside the major research universities of America, new teaching methods have been developed in order maintain a balance between the transmission of ideas and argument about them, despite a dramatic widening of student: staff ratios. Improvement and dissemination of such methods is one of the main things the PRS-LTSN is about.
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