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‘A critical citizenry is a society’s one sure defence against tyranny.’ 

JS Mill, On Liberty.

‘The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself.  Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’  

GB Shaw, Man and Superman


There are of course many possible answers to the question that comprises our title. Some philosophers might even answer that they could think of little else to do other than teach after completing their Ph.D. We, here, want to answer this question as if it were put to us, now, and with the thought that we could choose to do something else, were we so minded. How would we answer this question? What is so important about teaching philosophy? As a discipline it is surely somewhat out-of-step with dominant trends within our culture, where to be effective is to be successful, and where what counts as success is some combination of fame and material wealth. The person who devotes a life to the pursuit of excellence within a particular practice, a practice the mastery of which does not confer upon its master material wealth or fame, is seen as eccentric.
 “Why spend so much time and effort working on that when you stand to gain so little?” seems to be the question that informs the judgement of eccentricity. Of course, the use of the word “gain” in the question is one that has a specific meaning in the culture of which the questioner is a product, a culture that not exclusively but certainly predominantly measures success in terms of material wealth (or the power to control material resources). Teaching philosophy simply does not fulfil such criteria for success. We work for so little gain, according to most (or at least many) of our peers.


An alternative title, therefore, might have been “In Defence of Eccentricity: A Polemic in Favour of the Pursuit of Wisdom and Instruction in the Arts that Might Aid Others in that Pursuit”. This title has, we feel, a certain precision, not to mention a pleasingly unmodern tone likely to enhance our reputation as eccentrics wholly out of step with ‘the current realities’. Despite such advantages to this title change, we stick with our original. What we want to defend is the non-instrumental value of the pursuit of wisdom and the passing on of those things that we have found crucial to that pursuit to others, our students. Not only do we want to defend this, our eccentricity, but we want to recommend it to others. Furthermore, if we are not at risk of overstretching ourselves in the tasks we set, we want to argue that it is something that is needed here (in the West or the Economic North) and now (in the early 21st Century) if not more than ever, then certainly no less than at any time in history.

The Contemporary Condition

There is one decent line in an otherwise thoroughly unpleasant Tarantino film.
  A minister unfortunate enough to have been kidnapped by gangsters, and soon to suffer the further misfortune of being attacked and ultimately devoured by vampires, asks his macho captor: ‘Are you such a loser that you don’t know when you’ve won?’

The charge implicit in this question could be levelled at many employed to teach philosophy at institutions throughout the developed world.  Millions of our fellow citizens spend the bulk of their working lives earning profits for others by processing forms, promoting products they do not believe in, engaging in centrally monitored telephone conversations with people whose legitimate complaints they know they may not concede for fear of the sack, and generally participating in corrupting, de-humanising exercises that leave them fit for little more than the mind-numbing, ‘reality-based’ entertainment the mass media provides before bedtime.
 In contrast, professional philosophers get a rather good deal.  Despite the well documented ‘advances’ of ‘management science’ in the university sector over the last thirty or so years, we still manage to engage in largely unmonitored dialogue with our students, in encounters that are just about as varied and stimulating as we care to make them.  Fortunate inheritors of a tradition of open enquiry and debate dating back to the pre-Socratics, we are allowed to earn our keep by engaging in a quintessentially human occupation.  We get to talk to our students about all the stuff that really matters in life, to develop our own thinking and re-learn our subject again and again through our engagement with them, and in so doing to teach them what we believe to be the most important, personally challenging and intellectually exciting academic discipline this species has.

We get to pass on methods of reasoning that we have found and which we consider to be of enormous personal value to our students and may well even make them more valuable to the people around them, helping them to think more clearly about any problem which confronts them and to understand the world they face with greater clarity than before.  We help them to distinguish sense from nonsense, good arguments from bad.  Most importantly, we help to foster the disposition to think critically.  A student qualifying in philosophy should have come to expect, as a matter of routine, those who make assertions and issue instructions to be able to produce good reasons in support of what they say.  She should similarly expect her peers to hold her to account for the claims she makes and positions she espouses.  She should have been trained to expose and question assumptions, even ones presented as too obvious or too widely shared to be worth questioning; even those so fundamental that they have slipped out of sight, making their presence felt in a line of reasoning only when someone notices that they may indeed be questioned, and that without them an otherwise sound argument collapses.  She should have learnt the difference between pertinent and impertinent questions;
 also between questions for which there can be an answer that makes sense and ones for which there cannot.

To make one’s living in such a fashion is an extraordinary opportunity in any society.  We submit that in one such as this, it represents much more.  In the intellectual climate of the early 21st century, to be both blessed and cursed with the disposition to think philosophically is to be outstanding in the most straightforward sense of the word.  It is to stand out as contrary to the norms of life and discourse in a way that marks one out as peculiar, petty and ‘unreasonable’ to some, while simultaneously (and for the same reasons) being seen as exciting, serious and a ‘breath of fresh’ air to others.

We live in an era when governments, employers and corporations invest more time and intellectual energy than ever in the non-rational manipulation of the populace.  Propaganda has always been a crucial component of communication.  Indeed, the word did not always have its current negative connotations.  However, propaganda has now been elevated to the status of a significant and very well resourced science, with applications to almost any area of human activity regarded as sufficiently important to require ‘management’.
  A key postulate of this science is the existence of a population whose beliefs and behaviour are susceptible to modification with reference to the various presentational and motivational strategies that exponents of the science strive to perfect.  The very last thing the new science requires if it is to flourish is the presence of ‘Socrates-types’ within the populations it proposes to manage – persons who insist on questioning the basis for decisions and assertions and even the categories and assumptions in terms of which issues, situations and problems are presented and which subsequently frame their discussion.
  Hence the vast literature ‘diagnosing’ the ‘psychological needs’ of such ‘commitment-averse’ individuals, advising ‘leaders’ on how to minimise the damage they do and even, where possible, to ‘help’ them learn better how to ‘move with the tide’ rather than ‘resist’ it.
  We are now so used to governments and corporations engaging in what used to be called ‘brainwashing’ that terms like ‘spin’, ‘on-message’ and even ‘opinion management’ and ‘perception management’ have passed, quite uncontroversially, into common usage. (Loughlin 2004)

The alternative to thinking critically about one’s fundamental assumptions is to allow one’s ideas and attitudes, and consequently one’s behaviour, to be shaped and directed by forces which one fails even to perceive, let alone control.  If that is my condition, it makes very little sense to speak of me as a person who ‘thinks for himself’ or who makes his own decisions (Loughlin 2002a).  A political culture which derides critical reflection is, as Mill noted, fertile soil for tyranny.  As practitioners/teachers of philosophy
 we are like the makers of the most effective wooden stakes in an environment dominated by vampires, and we also do an excellent line in therapies for those victims of the blood-suckers not already too far gone to want them
.  Yet many of us spend our time either apologising for the lack of practical applications of our skills, or asserting that they should have no practical application, or groping around for some way to stretch or alter what we do to give it some application, assuming the discipline, in and of itself, to have none.

It would seem that many philosophers, explicitly or implicitly, endorse a conception of ‘the practical’ that renders their own discipline practically useless.  Each contributor to this article has attempted to promote applied philosophy in a range of contexts.  While we have met with enthusiastic receptions from audiences of non-philosophers, we have found that the audiences most disdainful of the idea that the subject has any relevance to the ‘real world’ are those made up largely of professional philosophers.  Yet they, of all people, should know that nothing is useful or relevant per se: things are useful or relevant in the context of particular purposes or projects.  It does not strike us as difficult to defend the value of a discipline crucial to one’s status as a person who thinks for herself, as someone in control of her own beliefs and the conduct predicated upon them.  In the current environment, philosophy is the paradigm case of a practice valuable for its own sake as well as for its consequences.

The ‘real world’ for the vast majority of people is one in genuine need of the sort of clarity of thought and reflection upon fundamentals that is philosophy’s concern.  In the workplace people are increasingly bombarded by the most audacious abuses of rhetoric to bolster periodic revisions of their practices on the basis of the unexplained ‘innovations’ and ‘visions’ of their managers.  Senior figures in such major ‘service industries’ as education and health see themselves as locked in a struggle against shop-floor ‘cynics’ to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of their staff and ‘customers’.
  We learn repeatedly that the ‘innovators’ in this ‘culture of perpetual change’ (Peters 1989) operate with conceptions of the nature and value of their practices that members of the workforce typically regard as alien, bizarre, sometimes barely recognisable.  In many institutions, including many contemporary universities, it is regarded as unreasonable to expect one’s senior managers to demonstrate the most rudimentary forms of reasoning in public communication.  In the context of the same conversation, one can be labelled a ‘cynic’
 for asking one’s managers to explain the reasons behind their declarations and overwhelmingly ‘naïve’ for actually expecting them to provide you with any.  Point out the apparent inconsistency and you are now being ‘petty’, ‘difficult’ or ‘belligerent’.  No level of sanctimony is excessive when managers and politicians pronounce upon the need for high standards in professional practice.  Yet anyone who thinks that the people who make such pronunciations should be judged by similar standards is somehow being foolish or ‘unrealistic’. (Loughlin 2002b)

Business schools teach ‘opinion-management’, ‘perception-management’ and ‘culture-management’ as essential components of ‘leadership skills’ and offer to supply would-be ‘leaders’ with ‘management technologies’ capable of ‘delivering support’ (of working populations and the public) for almost any policy – of being capable of persuading the ‘turkeys’ to ‘vote for Christmas’ (Taylor 2003, Charlton 2000, and cf. Spiers 1994 discussed in Loughlin 2002a).  Such ‘technologies’ typically consist of well documented fallacies and the exploitation of the rhetorical properties of evaluative terms, in a manner that has been grist for the linguistic philosophy mill since the work of people like Austin (1955) and Stevenson (1944).  They tend to be effective only for as long as no-one with the requisite analytical training to challenge them actually does so.

A political system that accords the spin-doctor the status of an essential worker is one that sanctions routine assaults on the intelligence and integrity of its citizens, since the acknowledged expertise of such a person is the manipulation of an intellectually disempowered populace.  In such an environment philosophical analysis is a necessary form of intellectual and moral self-defence (Loughlin 2002a).  Even in the serious media, debates are typically framed with reference to assumptions that are clearly intellectually contested, and have indeed been subjected to extensive critical analysis and controversy, yet their acceptance becomes the de facto criterion of a ‘reasonable’ and ‘relevant’ contribution.
  Intelligent people want to think for themselves.  They increasingly (and wisely) do not trust many official sources of information.  Indeed, it is hardly over-stating the matter to label perplexity about which sources of information to trust ‘the contemporary condition’.  Philosophy addresses this perplexity more immediately and consistently than any other subject.  We would argue that one legitimate way of construing the fundamental questions of both epistemology and ethics is in terms of this condition, since the question of which sources of information to trust (and why) is of first importance in determining one’s conception of the world and one’s place within it, how to conduct one’s life and negotiate the world that faces each one of us.

Some respond to this condition with radical scepticism, bordering on paranoia – ‘trust nothing and no-one’.  We have seen this response in a number of our students over the years.  Some embrace extreme forms of epistemic and moral subjectivism, which reassure them that whatever ‘opinions’ they now hold are as good as any possible alternatives – ‘I can think what I like’.  Both these responses strike us as unsustainable—though facilitating the realisation that such ‘positions’ are unsustainable will be achieved through dialogue and or therapy.  Some recoil in the opposite direction and seem to simply select sources in which to place their faith, apparently (from our perspective) at random, which is just to say the selection appears to us somewhat arbitrary and, again, rationally unsustainable—again facilitating the realisation as to the arbitrariness and unsustainability of their ‘secure footing’ might be achieved through therapeutic dialogue.

But the best students, and certainly the ones most satisfying to teach, eschew such escape routes in favour of a direct confrontation with the problem—and many of these express frustration at an education system which they say has thus far failed to encourage them, and has frequently actively discouraged them from pursuing the most serious and fundamental questions they have about what they should believe and why.  The majority of intelligent students come to philosophy looking for methods of distinguishing plausible from implausible claims, valid from invalid ways of establishing conclusions, and seeking a more penetrating understanding of the world than they can find elsewhere. All these can be brought under the heading of “clarity”. What they feel is confusion, what they seek is clarity or understanding.  From our encounters with professionals in a number of areas, there is a growing hunger for philosophy in precisely this sense.  Those who practice opinion-management have, no doubt unintentionally, created a ‘market’ for the very subject whose methods and spirit are the antithesis of their own.

How to stop being losers

Philosophy can be construed as therapy to relieve the distress and confusion engendered by the contemporary condition, as characterised above.  Philosophical clarity is achieved through gaining clarity about the language we use, and this means how that language frames our world and our relationship to that world. If philosophical problems have a distinct identity—distinct from scientific questions, for example—it is in that they cannot be answered empirically, through the employment of experimental methods. As Peter Winch (following Wittgenstein) pointed out fifty years ago in his now classic The Idea of a Social Science, to try to answer a philosophical question through employment of experimental methods, to try to answer it empirically, is to simply beg the question. 

A question is a philosophical question if that which is in question involves, has intrinsic to it, a further question as to the question’s subject’s criteria for identity. For example the question, “What’s the meaning of life?” has intrinsic to it a further question as to what counts as (what are the criteria of identity for) ‘meaning’. The question, “Does God exist?” has intrinsic to it the further question as to what counts as (what are the criteria of identity for) “God”. The same can be said of the question “what is consciousness?”, and so on. These questions—the questions of the criteria for “meaning” and “God” in our examples and many others
—are conceptual questions and cannot be bypassed in the name of experimental methods. Philosophy is the attempt to gain clarity regarding such conceptual questions. Therapy is the label—though we are happy to give it up—we give to the practice of trying to achieve such clarity through calm reflection, dialogue and discussion.

For reasons indicated in the previous section, we believe there is not only a need but increasingly, from the more intelligent members of the community, a demand for this form of therapy.  Despite being constantly encouraged to regard questions of policy in the political, economic and organisational spheres as scientific or technical, as concerning the most effective means to secure some shared ends against a background whose nature is understood and agreed by all
, reflective members of the populace find that “we” do not have a shared, unproblematic conception of the nature, ‘values’, goals nor even (in anything but the sketchiest form) the identity-conditions of ‘our’ societies, practices and organisations.  People don’t need to know ‘how’ to achieve ‘our’ goals so much as they need to think about why they should regard certain projects as ‘ours’ (Loughlin 2002a).  Philosophy really does seem to be more needed than ever.

Why then do philosophers act like the ‘losers’ alluded to above, habitually apologetic for the practical uselessness of their ancient discipline?  Currently in the UK, philosophers are joining the swelling ranks of academics keen to learn more about ‘flexible learning strategies’ whose stated purpose is to save academics’ time – invariably by enabling them to spend less and less time with their students.  Teaching in the Socratic sense of dialogue, and even in the sense of providing regular, formal lectures has been discouraged by university managements dedicated to discovering more ‘efficient’ methods of delivering the educational ‘product’ to the (paying) ‘customer’.  If we can just put our lectures on the web, we can save so much time to do our own writing, and of course to meet the ever-expanding requirements of administrative exercises designed (with no sense of irony) to ‘assure’ ‘teaching quality’.
  The turkeys may indeed be voting for Christmas, since academics show as little awareness of the recent industrial past as Russell’s naïve inductivist chicken (Russell 1982) has of the fate of his unfortunate fellows.  Like the people one used to find behind the counter in the local branch of one’s bank (way back when there was a local branch) who dutifully persuaded customers to shift to online and telephone banking, thus beating the ground for their own cull, we seem determined to show our primary ‘customers’ (formally known as ‘students’) that our contribution to their ‘learning experience’, though currently peripheral, is making strides, with the help of advanced technology, towards becoming wholly redundant.

In this new context, the idea of what a university is becomes transformed, and income-generation via mechanisms other than teaching becomes the way to demonstrate one’s value to the employer.  It is here that philosophy struggles to find a role, and it is in terms of this concept of ‘practical relevance’ that the subject is typically judged to be of no use in the ‘real world’. 

We have allowed ourselves to be judged practically worthless in terms of conceptions of value that we have good reason to reject.  We have at hand a weapon that we could employ in our own defence, the analytical skill to defend ourselves against the tide of nonsense that currently assaults us.  But we don’t even use it in the context of our own institutions to defend practices central to the real value of our work, let alone attempt to export this skill to others who could make good use of it.  What message does this send to our students about the importance of the discipline we teach them in class – that is, for those of us who do still teach our students?  How, then, do we stop being losers?

We have to begin by eliminating the performative contradictions highlighted in the preceding comments.   We need to reject the conception of practical value that renders our activities in philosophising valueless.  We do not need to make philosophy ‘relevant’ to the preconceived ideas of a society that increasingly sees no intrinsic value to intellectual pursuit.  We need to be more like Shaw’s ‘unreasonable man’, to explain to our students what their conception of relevance must be like if they are to function as worthy citizens of a free society, if they are to determine their own thinking about the world and their place within it, and the decisions they base upon that thinking, if they are truly to be in charge of their own ideas and their own lives.  We need to teach by example, to promote (critical) thinking and discourse by engaging in it.  There are many ways to do this.

Firstly we must challenge nonsense in our own institutions, working with colleagues to defend our conception of what we do and to resist processes that rob us of the time and energy required to do our job to the satisfaction of our standards.  If this means partaking in organised activities to challenge the internal politics of our institutions then this is what we must do.
  We owe it to our students and the students of the future as much as we owe it to ourselves in the here and now.  We are educators, first and foremost.  That is the core value of what we do, it is where philosophy has its origins and it should be just as central to the identity of the subject now as it was when Plato took on the Sophists and the distinction between teaching philosophy and teaching the art of rhetoric emerged.  We need to fight to make sure that it continues to be resourced.  Philosophy without teaching is not philosophy.  Take away that aspect and you have destroyed the form of our core activity, taken away its soul.  Clearly we cannot expect our students to take philosophical methods of thinking and arguing away with them, and to use them to take charge of their own lives, if we do not even attempt to take charge of our own lives and the processes that effect us most directly.

Furthermore, we would do well to make links and engage in debate with professionals doing serious work outside of the academy, who (as noted above) have found their own conceptions of the value of their work under attack, and have come to respect and value the reflection upon fundamentals that a training in philosophical dialogue makes possible.  It is testimony to the shocking arrogance of some colleagues in philosophy that they assume such dialogue necessarily entails a ‘dumbing down’ of the subject.  When we consider some of the extremely serious work currently going on in medical epistemology, where debates about evidence, (Cartwright 2007) tacit knowing (Henry 2006) and the nature of clinical reasoning (Upshur 1997, Upshur and Colak 2003) are of profound practical and intellectual import, it is just plain obvious that the challenge of a new context can provide the opportunity for exciting developments of the discipline.

Far from ‘dumbing down’ the discipline, we enhance our abilities as teachers, thinkers and communicators in being required to apply the discipline, do philosophical work, in new contexts.  It is always a good exercise to look at something at once difficult and not specifically written with the goal of being relevant to oneself.
  We should require our students to do this as a matter of course, and they should see that this is something we also do—that it is simply part and parcel of being a proper philosopher.

The same arguments apply to doing our civic duties as intellectuals by contributing to general public debate.  Where public dialogue is infested with unreason, dogma and cynical manipulation—where appeal to arbitrary or unexplained distinctions, shameless inconsistencies and unexamined assumptions are the norm in discussions of all matters of profound importance, we need to point out the shocking stupidity of a society which chooses to make all of its most serious decisions in terms of mechanisms whose irrationality the vast majority of its members freely recognise.  The specific perspective we bring to such debate as philosophers—in particular our sense of the history of ideas and the consequent ability to see contemporary fads in context and to appreciate their historical contingency, contributes value to the debate and enhances the status of our subject in terms of its contemporary relevance.

We should indeed be proud of our subject, and promote it far and wide.  We would do well to adopt the attitude expressed by some of the philosophy undergraduates at MMU Cheshire—an anecdote we recount with some satisfaction.  When we told them about the possibility of developing a cross-campus unit with a substantial philosophy component their instant response was ‘all well and good—the more philosophy at this place, the better; it bloody needs it’.  They knew that the proposal would not affect them, since it would only come into effect for future cohorts following a review event to take place after their graduation.  Yet all present were ideologically committed to the idea that the proliferation of philosophy is an inherent good, and could only improve the general environment within the institution.

Implications for teaching philosophy

While there are some versions of ‘applied philosophy’ (including some deeply regrettable versions of ‘applied ethics’: cf. Loughlin 2002a) whose exponents maintain that we should promote the contemporary relevance of philosophy at the expense of traditional approaches to the subject, all that we have said so far indicates that any such opposition represents a false dichotomy.  The distinction between the subject and its applications, like the dichotomy between practitioners and teachers of the discipline, is ultimately unsustainable.  Dogmatic, unsystematic discussion of content that has frequently been the subject of philosophical discussion in the subject’s history (such as the nature of the mind or of science) is not philosophy.  The subject’s identity and value are carried by its methods, not its typical content.  It is a discipline, a form of activity.  It is taught by demonstration, by practice, and the tutor needs to work with her students to understand their specific assumptions and to assist in their development as critical thinkers.  (cf. our discussion of therapy above) This is why she has to be able meet them, get to know them, engage in dialogue with them.  This is why the traditional idea of the university, as a place where practitioners of a discipline do their work and where students learn the discipline by their engagement with these same practitioners, needs to be defended if philosophy is still to have a home within such institutions.


This is why the ‘old-fashioned’ linkages—between research and teaching, and between teaching and people actually learning anything—need explaining and defending, against the onslaught of crude market thinking advocating a division of labour in the ‘provision’ of these various ‘outcomes’ of the university sector.  While we are yet to see the formal establishment of ‘research only’ and ‘teaching only’ universities, a de facto division between individual academics in terms of these categories was accepted by the profession long ago.  Young academics, many on short term and/or part time contracts, invariably lacking the ‘right’ connections, increasingly find they have no time to write, while in some philosophy departments a professor who humbles himself to teach a boring old class thereby acquires Christ-like status for the sacrifice of precious time and energies, that could otherwise have been spent either writing or meeting people who actually matter.  Far from regarding the opportunity to teach philosophy as a privilege, some of the most prestigious representatives of our subject confess (or, depending on the context, boast) that they cannot stand being around students and do all they can to minimise the time they spend teaching.  Such processes need to be reversed if the subject is to thrive.  Like many living things, it does not do well when separated into its component parts.

Philosophy as we know it began with dialogue and this is still the best way for it to survive.  It is through dialogue that students can best see why the subject addresses concerns relevant to them.  When we teach epistemology to our undergraduate students, we begin by asking them to comment on a number of propositions.  The propositions represent a range of different types of claim, some that we would usually classify as straightforwardly empirical, others moral, aesthetic, scientific, psychological, phenomenological, religious, and some that are less easy to classify, including a quotation from He-Man and the Masters of the Universe to the effect that so long as there is love within the human heart, the forces of darkness will never triumph.  We ask the students whether or not they believe each specific claim, and whether or not they would say they ‘know’ it to be true.  We then ask them whether or not they would characterise the claim as ‘subjective’ or ‘objective’.

In the ensuing discussions, students will stridently defend certain responses, and we will frequently try, always unsuccessfully, to persuade them to alter some of those responses.  In the class following the discussion we take on briefly the posture of pseudo-social scientists, providing a detailed written analysis of the patterns of students’ responses and what they reveal about the group’s conceptions of belief, knowledge, subjectivity, objectivity, rationality and reality.  We go through the summary in class, noting that even where there are disagreements about specific claims, there are underlying assumptions about the meanings of key terms that are shared by both parties to the disagreement, and this explains why there are certain detectable patterns to the disagreements (people who read proposition 1 as ‘subjective’ also categorised propositions 3 and 5 in the same way, while people who read 1 differently invariably read 3 and 5 differently also; no-one who thought 6 was ‘objective’ also thought it could be ‘known’, and so on).  Students are given the chance to recommend changes to our summary if they think it fails to reflect the true nature of their responses.

Once they have agreed the summary to be an accurate account of their responses, we reveal (when possible, with the help of a witness who did the unit in the previous year) that the slide we have talked them through, summarising ‘their’ responses, is precisely the same one we used in the previous year, and in the year before that, and for as long as this unit has been taught.  This is an interesting experience for the students and really does take them by surprise, since they have just had the experience of making their minds up about how to respond to these propositions: yet these philosophy tutors seemed to know, in advance, what answers they would give.  How is that possible?  Are they psychic or what?

The answer, of course, is that we know something of the history of ideas, and so we know where most of our students are located in intellectual history.  While the answers they gave were in no sense necessary, given who they are and the intellectual culture that has shaped their thinking to date, it was overwhelmingly likely that certain underlying conceptions would be in evidence in dictating their responses to claims that were of course carefully selected in the first place.  Our ability to predict their responses to such a wide range of propositions, gives our students a lively conception of the relevance of the subject to who they are, to the way they think about the world and their place within it.  They realise that they can learn to understand their own thought processes better by studying this subject, since in advance of the exercise, they could not have predicted the answers they and their fellow students would give as well as we could.  When we go on to deliver lectures and conduct seminars on the history of modern epistemology, they have a good sense that they are learning about processes that have helped to make them the people they are now, they learn the sources of their selves, for better or worse.  And what is exciting for us is that they also acquire the desire not only to understand how they got here, but to determine where they go in future.
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� Here we invoke Alasdair MacIntyre’s distinction between the pursuit of excellence (the pursuit of goods internal to a practice) and the pursuit of effectiveness (goods external to a practice). MacIntyre discusses the distinction in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (MacIntyre 1986), though it appeared in a different guise in his earlier After Virtue (MacIntyre 1985). It is telling that the distinction entered the language via management theory. Thus one now often finds ‘excellence’ used to mean the opposite of that which it meant for MacIntyre in his drawing a contrast between excellence and effectiveness. In this sense management rhetoric has strong affinities with the linguistic innovation one finds one’s students employing, where “bad” means “good”, “sick” describes a well performed (if risky) action and to be up-to-date with the current linguistic innovations is to be “down” with them.


� From Dusk till Dawn, a wilfully quirky effort to merge the horror genre with a gangster movie, that in fact amounts to little more than the now expected attempt by Tarantino to portray a grotesquely violent sociopath (the George Clooney character) as heroic.


� And here we refer only to our own cultural context. Reflecting on the average person’s life globally it is hard not to feel very, very fortunate, and maybe a degree of shame. In this regard see chapter 4 of Hutchinson’s Shame and Philosophy (2008).


� This does not mean that the impertinent question ought to be proscribed, but just that the ability to recognise a particular question in a particular context as impertinent is one indication of a good philosopher. All those who have taught the subject must have experienced at one time or other the first year student who just repeatedly asks impertinent questions. You might be discussing the issue of torture and its de facto sanctioning by countries whose own laws forbid the practice, by their engaging in what has come to be called “extraordinary rendition” or by their attempt to redefine “torture” so as to claim that the practice of “waterboarding” no longer falls within the class of practices picked out by that term. Your student at the back of the class blithely and somewhat smugly raises his hand and says “yeah, but do any of us exist; are we not just living in the Matrix? None of this is real, man”. Now there is a context in which “brain-in-a-vat” type qualms about the reality of the external world are clearly pertinent. A discussion of the practice of “extraordinary rendition” is not one of them, neither is Prime Minister’s Questions in the House of Commons. Gordon Brown responding to a question from David Cameron by saying “well, as we know, none of that which is apparent really exists” would be seen as indication of his having “lost the plot” (or as a “cry for help”), not indication of a philosophical training which he now employs to cunning effect. One thing we should try to teach our students therefore is how to judge when certain questions are pertinent or not. That there will always be a grey area between pertinent and impertinent detracts not a jot from the importance of such a task.


� Some evidence for this claim is presented in the paragraphs which follow it, but for a fuller account of the various forms of intellectual manipulation employed in the work place, government policy and popular media, and an account of the real and present threat to our status as free agents that such processes embody, see Loughlin (2002a), chapter 5 of Bakan (2004), and Poole (2006). See, also, the latter’s website/blog: http://unspeak.net/ 


� It is revealing to consider the anger directed at Dave Edwards and Dave Cromwell by certain prominent representatives of the mainstream media for their excellent work on the website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.MediaLens.org" ��www.MediaLens.org�. (Sign-up for their alerts and see also their book, Guardians of Power) The desire to silence questions about the assumptions that frame popular debate is as strong amongst today’s self-proclaimed defenders of democratic dialogue as it was in ancient Athens.


� The literature is indeed vast.  The ‘classics’ include Peters (1989) and Crosby (1980) but to get a flavour of the casual Orwellianism of contributors it is instructive to look at the contributions of Merry, Al-Assaf, Curtis and Berwick to Al-Assaf and Schemele (1993), or to look at some of the papers cited in Loughlin (2004) on the application of this brand of organisational science to the university sector.


� And as we will argue, in line with a very long tradition some of our colleagues seem in danger of forgetting, in our subject the distinction between a teacher and a practitioner is somewhat contrived.


� For more on philosophy as therapy, see the comments immediately underneath the next sub-heading.  For a more detailed exposition and defence of this conception of philosophy, see Hutchinson (2007) “What’s the Point of Elucidation”; Hutchinson and Read (2008) “A Perspicuous Presentation of ‘Perspicuous Presentation’”; and Hutchinson and Read (forthcoming) A Radically Therapeutic Vision of Philosophy


� Cf. Williams (2002), discussed in Loughlin (2004) and Halligan et al. (2001), discussed in Loughlin (2002b).  It is interesting to consider the growing similarities between the management vocabulary in both business and the public sector and the vocabulary of the CIA’s ‘covert operations’, and what this reveals of the ‘mind-set’ of contemporary management.  


� Of course the contemporary meaning of ‘cynic’ has little to do with the Cynic movement— the ideas of Diogenes of Synope, for example. To be labelled a cynic now is to be labelled as one who responds irrationally in the negative—negatively on principle—to any proposed change or one who reads in to every suggestion for change an ulterior and malicious motive and on that basis rejects the suggestion. The Cynics of antiquity saw social norms, and the shame conveyed on one by such, as constraints on one’s freedom, and their actions—at least what we know of some of the actions of Diogenes of Synope—were conducted in an attempt to demonstrate this. See chapter 3, section 2.3.1 of Hutchinson (2008) Shame and Philosophy.


� Again, we cannot recommend highly enough in this regard the media alerts found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.medialens.org" ��www.medialens.org�. But, for now, consider one example: the presumption that economic growth is a good thing and an economic 'downturn' (!) a bad thing. There is a wealth of economic literature, which draws this in to question. Indeed, broadly speaking, one could say that in light of what we now know about anthropogenic climate change, economic growth is incontrovertibly bad. Needless to say we need not argue either way on this matter here. Our point is that economic-growth-as-a-good-thing shouldn’t be but is assumed to by the mainstream media and thus frames any debates about such things as the mitigation of climate change, and so on.


� Of course Winch argued that the questions asked in social studies—questions asked/answered by sociologists, anthropologists and psychologists, etc.—have much closer affinity with philosophical questions than with scientific questions, pace what many of their practitioners thought. See Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock (2008) There is no Such Thing as A Social Science: In Defence of Peter Winch..


� At least, by anyone not too eccentric to be included in the category of the ‘reasonable’: for numerous examples of this strategy – the construction of the spurious consensus – see Loughlin (2002a,b)


� For a fuller account of the application of ‘management technologies’ to the wholesale destruction of the traditional university education, see Loughlin (2004).


� As a friend of ours notes from time-to-time, most academics’ answer to the question “will you join us in the struggle” is “of course… so long as suitable sabbatical arrangements can be made”. 


� There are notable prominent philosophical figures that bucked this trend. Paul Feyerabend has a reputation for being the most insatiable of readers. He was even known to read much management literature, frequently recommending it to his graduate students as crucial reading material.





