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ABSTRACT

This research deals with a question that has not been convincingly answered in sociological
studies: what do philosophers do? Sociologists have traditionally been interested in
philosophy mainly as a means of justifying their own disciplinary knowledge rather than as a
proper object of sociological inquiry. On the one hand, early sociologists claim that their
domain is different from that of philosophers as it is a scientific discipline; on the other hand,
new approaches amongst sociologists consider philosophy as an intellectual ally or foundation
for the discipline. Except for a few authors such as Collins, Fuller and Geisler, only a handful
of scholars have studied philosophy as a professional culture and discipline deploying
sociological theory and concepts. In this document, | propose to begin to fill this gap through
an exploratory sociological study of the practice and effects of mainstream professional
philosophy in the UK.

Therefore, my study addresses the formation, boundary-work, pedagogical effect,
disciplinary tensions and neoliberal negotiations of professional contemporary philosophy in
the UK. In this sense, this work tries to understand the complex social interactions amongst
tradition, embodied subjectivities, organisations, knowledge pretensions, conflicts, policies
and the heterogeneous materials that are mobilised by practitioners of philosophy to shape
philosophy in its current institutionalised forms. Combining theoretical insights with an
ethnographic approximation to this field, with in-depth interviews, historical research, reading
of institutional documents and numerical data, | attempt to develop a realistic social description
of philosophy as practised in the UK. As a result, | characterise the socio-educational situation
of analytic philosophy as a culture, in consideration of the dreams and terrors of its

practitioners and the enaction of social forces and socio-technical apparatuses.



IMPACT STATEMENT

One of my interviewees, a REF panel member, told me the following:

Interviewee: But, | mean, let me see if | could get a hypothetical example... | was
trying to think what's the most amount of impact your PhD could get. What would be
“impact” for your PhD?

Me: Well, | don’t know, but | have to find out something. They are asking me for that
at UCL...

Interviewee: If you could demonstrate... | mean... | can imagine, | don't really know,
I'm guessing... But, let's say, it would be no impact because you are a PhD and it just
goes in the file like everything else — mine had zero impact, right? But if your work was
to somehow inform... say... would you be taken up or somehow disseminated to
things like the British Philosophical Association, the American Philosophical
Association... If you were to be able to, as it were, you know, reveal things about the
workings of the philosophy profession in ways that might help people to improve its
workings, | think that would count as impact. Now that would be a complicated point
though because the impact is still within academia, so, it might be technically ruled out
[he laughs]. | think that changes to practices would count. | think it would. Now, if
basically, you could demonstrate the BPA, the APA or some institutions change their
practices in a way that says as much impact as you can expect this to have, and |
think you'd get full marks. It's going to meet all four or three and a half or something
because maybe, maybe four if... you... but | think maybe there'd be people arguing
four, but you cannot ask more impact than that, you know?

As my interviewee suggests, the impact of my research is probably zero and its potentiality is
subject to the unlikely scenario where philosophy institutions use it as a resource to change
the ways in which they do things and, even then, it could be ruled out by an eventual assessing
panel for being an intra-academic matter. More than making an impact in my thesis, here |
show an intellectual concern about what does the impact agenda do to disciplines such as
philosophy and to their practitioners. Indeed, this is specifically addressed in Chapters 5 and

6 of this study.
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INTRODUCTION

Doing research on philosophers in the UK

You ask me what | think Me preguntas en qué pienso.
| do not think about anything: No pienso en nada:
| only see a formwork bridge Solo veo un puente de cimbra
On the dry bed of a river Sobre el lecho reseco de un rio

That we have never crossed together. | Que nunca hemos atravesado juntos.

Jorge Teillier (1992, p. 110)

Rationale

Sometimes, | still see in my mind’s eye a 16-year-old version of myself sitting in a philosophy
lecture for the first time. These memories take me back to Santiago, the Chilean city where |
grew up. | remember Ana Maria Guajardo, my philosophy teacher, introducing the discipline
through the following mind experiment: ‘Imagine that an extra-terrestrial being landed now,
here on earth, in this classroom... It would have lots of questions, about the nature of things,

about our language, about how we look, about what we are doing...". ‘Philosophy’, she
continued, ‘is about being as perplexed with the world around us as this extra-terrestrial would

be’.

Seventeen years after, | am introducing a study on the doings of philosophers and
philosophy in the UK feeling an extra-terrestrial myself. As the hypothetical visitor from another
world would do, | also landed on a realm of questions concerning an epistemic and
geographical territory that is not my own, in a language that is different to mine, concerning

people that do not look like nor interact as | do. In the case of my study, especially intriguing
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were the audit systems and disciplinary norms to which philosophers are subjected and with

which | was largely unfamiliar until conducting this study.

At the risk of sounding naive, | have always enjoyed philosophy as the experience of
tackling difficult questions about existence, the self and the nature of concepts. Even though
| did not pursue a ‘proper’ philosophy degree myself, | have had some biographical proximity
with the subject in my own trajectory. During my years as a student and as an academic, |
have attended many philosophy modules, did an MA in Contemporary Thought at a philosophy
department, participated in philosophy conferences, taught ‘epistemology’ modules for social
scientists, and even had the experience of publishing a philosophical paper in Spanish on the
notion of the ‘sublime’ in Heidegger’s philosophy of art (see Salinas, 2014). In spite of this, my
education as a sociologist prevented me from totally falling for the game of philosophy; indeed,
probably that is why now | would conceive myself more as a researcher attempting to do
sociology of knowledge than any sort of specialist philosophy. Such concern with knowledge,
of course, makes me susceptible to read philosophy or think in philosophical terms.
Philosophy, however, is interesting for me not only philosophically but also as a matter of
sociological concern. On the one hand, | want to understand and tackle some philosophical
guestions and arguments about social relations and forms; on the other hand, | am fascinated
to know more about what philosophers actually do, how they justify careers orientated by
concepts, historical figures, questions and texts, what their forms of organisation as a

‘profession’ are, what their dreams and terrors are, etc.

In fact, the latter are the coordinates informing this research: | want to understand,
sociologically, i.e. without idealising and through reflection on actual practice, what philosophy
is about and what is it like to be doing philosophy now. Also, in consideration both of broader
social processes and those internal to the discipline of philosophy, | am interested in exploring
the complexities associated to the question on whether philosophy is a hame that refers to a
set of practices that change through time, space and circumstance or is it something that
maintains, across different contexts, a certain degree of cohesiveness and stability as a social

institution.

Philosophy in the UK

In many senses, my starting point is an experience of what might be called a cultural shock —

that is, once in the UK and attend attending philosophy seminars, reading insights by local
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philosophers and conversing with them — it was evident that as a culture and a discipline,
philosophy was different in the UK from the discipline of the same name practised in my home
country. Admittedly, in both places they are organised in university departments; here and
there they have interests in common - Plato, Aristotle, Kant and so on; in the UK and Chile
philosophers deal with arguments, concepts and questions. Nevertheless, recent
commentators have noted that distance in space and culture has an effect in the way
philosophers do philosophy. For instance, an account by Retamal, which also resonates with
my own experience in philosophy departments there, states that in Chile philosophy is
normally conceived as ‘a way of being or inhabiting the world’, with professional philosophers
seeing themselves as ‘existential seekers’ (Retamal, 2012, p. 166). This impression of
philosophy in Chile contrasts with some comments by Baggini and Stangroom after
interviewing more than fifty academic philosophers in the UK (and a few in the USA) as part
of their project of The Philosopher’s Magazine (Baggini & Stangroom, 2002, 2003, 2007); for
them, ‘professional philosophy, more often than not, deals in the minutiae of technical
arguments’ (Baggini & Stangroom, 2002, p. 289). Considering this, a first concern | have is
about the socio-historical, institutional and cultural conditions that create different and even
incommensurable ways of doing and understanding life as a professional philosopher. Of
course, this does not mean that philosophers in Chile do not have any interest in technical
matters or that philosophers in the UK are totally indifferent to existential matters.! The

guestion is about the socio-historical articulations channelling a certain accent in the ‘normal’

1In other book, with Peter Fosl, Baggini goes on to propose that ‘philosophy can be an extremely
technical and complex affair, one whose terminology and procedures are often intimidating to the
beginner and demanding even for the professional’ (Baggini & Fosl, 2003, p. viii). It is difficult to see
clearly if these authors are doing a generalisation on contemporary philosophy or accounting for
concerns that are more typical inside the community of philosophers in the anglophone world. It seems
reasonable to expect that ‘existential seekers’ also have some engagement with some of these or other
technical issues. Baggini and Fosl’s ‘toolkit’ of technical philosophical concepts and methods include:
arguments, premises, conclusions, deduction, induction, validity and soundness, invalidity, consistency,
fallacies, refutation, axioms, definitions, certainty and probability, tautologies, self-contradictions and
the law of non-contradiction, abduction, hypothetico-deductive method, dialectic, analogies, anomalies
and expectations that prove the rule, intuition pumps, logical constructions, reduction, thought
experiments, transcendental arguments, useful fiction, alternative explanations, ambiguity, bivalence
and the excluded middle, category mistakes, ceteris paribus, circularity, conceptual incoherence,
counterexamples, criteria, error theory, false dichotomy, genetic fallacy, horned dilemmas, Hume’s
Fork, is/fought gap, Leibniz’s law of identity, masked man fallacy, Ockham’s Razor, paradoxes, partners
in guilt, principle of charity, question-begging, reductios, redundancy, regresses, saving the
phenomena, self-defeating arguments, sufficient reason, testability, A priori/ A posteriori,
Absolute/Relative, Analytic/Synthetic, Categorical/Modal, Conditional/Biconditional,
Defeasible/Indefeasible, Entailment/Implication, Essence/Accident, Knowledge by
acquaintance/description,  Necessary/Contingent, = Necessary/Sufficient.  Objective/Subjective.
Realist/Non-realist, Sense/Reference, Syntax/Semantics, Thick/Thin concepts, Type and tokens, Class
critique, Deconstruction and the Critique of presence, amongst others.
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ways of doing philosophy in philosophy departments, this is, a question about tendencies and

emphases.

Generally speaking, the philosophy that is practised in philosophy departments in the
UK, appears to be not that much concerned with dealing with the complexity involved in the
‘big questions’ compared with many non-Anglophone countries (see Baggini, 2018a; R.
Collins, 1998a). Of course, this does not mean that philosophers in the UK do not have any
interest at all in big, apparently unanswerable, questions concerning matters such as the
meaning of life, mortality, God, values, knowledge, reality, society and even philosophy itself.
A good example of is A.W. Maoore (2000) working on the question are absolute representations
possible? However, and despite some notable exceptions, | observe that in the professional
anglophone philosophical milieu, of which philosophers in the UK are part, there is a tendency
to break down big questions into sets of narrower problems that could be reasonably tackled
with the use of concrete methodologies, such as thinking in terms of a selection of pre-
fabricated answers. As put by an advocate of analytic philosophy: ‘The big philosophical
guestions may seem as fascinating and frustrating as ever, but there is a range of responses

available to entice and enrage further’ (Beaney, 2013, p. 27).

Two examples can make this clearer. The first one is Finlayson’s (2015) description of
how anglophone political philosophers ‘attempt to treat methodological questions as
independent of political-philosophical ones’ (p. 4). According to the author, this would be
problematic in the sense of dismissing the question of the political landscape as being
secondary and, therefore, favouring an acritical acceptance of ‘a predominantly liberal political
status quo’ (ibid.).? A second example comes from the question What do philosophers do?,
offered by Penelope Maddy (2017). The question is interesting and, indeed, it addresses the
main issue | explore in this thesis. Nevertheless, Maddy does not engage with the big question
she raises, and rather prefers to translate it into an assessment of the models of practice or
methods used by practitioners of philosophy to do philosophy as a means of defending her

own position: naturalism.

More than ‘big questions dwellers’, contemporary professional philosophers in the
anglophone world are more likely to conceive themselves as ‘puzzle-solvers’. In the UK, this
idea of puzzle-solving was articulated by Bernard Russell and remains one of the pedagogical

devices used in university departments to teach students how to do philosophy. Russell put it

2 Further critical discussion about the effects of Rawls’ liberal legacy amongst anglophone political
philosophers can be found in Finlayson (2020).
13



this way: ‘A logical theory may be tested by its capacity for dealing with puzzles, and it is a
wholesome plan, in thinking about logic, to stock the mind with as many puzzles as possible
since these serve much the same purpose as is served by experiments in physical science’
(Russell, 1905, pp. 484-485). It seems that puzzle-solving has now gone far beyond ‘logical
theory’ and has been exported to many other philosophical specialities practised in philosophy
departments. There are professional philosophers in the UK preoccupied with and occupied
in logical puzzles and trained in working rigorously in the technicalities involved in philosophy’s
specialised problems. This ‘rigour’ is something regarded as very valuable amongst
philosophers. As put in the blog The Philosopher’s Cocoon, ‘rigor narrows the way we think
about things. Rigor tells us: "If you can't justify each of your premises to an intelligent, skeptical
reader, your argument is a non-starter" (Arvan, 2012). Rigour seems to be the key to puzzle-
solving and a practical ideal shared by many of those who play the game of professional

philosophy in the anglophone world.

The value of rigorous work is put as philosophy’s comparative advantage in terms of
careers; it is therefore not unusual for philosophy to be presented by UK universities as
producing clear-minded subjects that would be functional to society in different ways. For

instance, UCL’s webpage introduces its philosophy BA as follows:

This programme will assist you in constructing and assessing philosophical positions
and arguments, thereby teaching you how to analyse and present complex ideas.
Furthermore, it will provide you with an understanding of a wide range of traditional
and contemporary philosophical theories. Such skills are transferable to non-
philosophical contexts. [...] The discipline of philosophical training, and in particular its
emphasis on rigorous argumentation, logic, and clarity of thought and expression,
makes philosophy graduates highly suitable for a wide variety of careers.

(UCL Philosophy, 2020b)

In the case of UCL’s BA in philosophy programme, this rationale seems to be well-aligned with
their offer of modules mainly in logics, epistemology, metaphysics, applied philosophy,
classics and the philosophy of mind (for details in their BA module offer, see UCL Philosophy,
2020a). However, this is a contested point and many philosophy departments try to present
their programmes in a more nuanced way that does not expose philosophy as being
something utterly technical —despite their curriculum being mostly technical. An example of
this is KCL’s philosophy department, that despite offering a curriculum that is more than 90%
technically-oriented philosophy, uses a brochure to highlight in big letters some of the unusual
areas of study offered by their department before stating what they mainly do:

Our Philosophy BA offers an extremely wide range of modules, including Indian
Philosophy and Philosophy of Psychology, available at few other UK universities.

14



Located in the heart of London our Department of Philosophy has particular strengths
in philosophy of mind, philosophy of science and ancient philosophy.

(KCL Philosophy, 2018, p. 1)

This raises basic questions for me about what philosophy as a practice is, and how a different
social milieu may affect what philosophers do and, as a result, what their relation to philosophy
may be and become. The definition of normal practice in philosophy is constantly being made
and re-made in local sites of construction and responds to the reproduction of some broader

cultural trends.

A clue about the relationship between practice, philosophy and national character can
be found in Karl Marx when in his 1847’s Misery of Philosophy, he states: ‘If the Englishman
transforms men into hats, the German transforms hats into ideas. The Englishman is Ricardo,
rich banker and distinguished economist; the German is Hegel, simple professor of philosophy
at the University of Berlin’ (Marx, 1960, p. 115). This caricature makes the English look
industrious, useful and business-driven, while German philosophical concerns look small and
inessential in comparison. If so, however, one may ask: how does this translate into specific
ways of doing philosophy? Does the enterprise form of the world constructed by Puritanism
and the industrial revolution also have an effect on the way of dealing with philosophy as a
practitioner? Moreover, is there something current about the following mid-twentieth century
characterisation of philosophy in the UK?

The native characteristics of British philosophy are these: common sense, dislike of

complication, a strong preference for the concrete over the abstract and a certain

awkward honesty of method in which an occasional pearl of poetry is embedded [...]

We might vainly enquire whether climate or language or some original hereditary strain

or a combination of all three produces the distinguishing marks of national character,

but their existence cannot be denied. The British philosophers, at least the most typical

of them, stand with both feet on the ground. They are, compared with the great

German system builders, Kant, Hegel, Leibniz and the others, earthbound and

pedestrian figures. But then, they would say, a sound philosophy is a utility product,
which must be capable of taking hard knocks.

(Matthews, 1943, p. 7)

This description raises many questions about the present of philosophy: is philosophy in the
UK ‘a utility product’ and their philosophers ‘pedestrian figures’? If so, how is such a product
produced and what consequences does it have for both philosophy practitioners and the actual
ways in which UK philosophy is portrayed? Are philosophers in the UK against abstractions
and pro common sense? If so, how is this actually achieved? Also, would not this be,
paradoxically, some sort of ‘abstract rejection of abstraction’ (G. Rose, 1995, p. 151)? It could

be the case that this is an outdated picture of philosophy in this country and that its culture,
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taste and practice have changed radically during the last decades or, indeed, have never been
this way.

The problem of what philosophers actually do is the issue that in this document |
explore theoretically, historically and empirically. However, before | describe my project in
more detail, | would like to suggest another way to pose my research interest. My impression,
from reading, talking and listening to philosophy being done in the UK, is that a particular
philosophical sensitivity, loudly accentuated in Gilbert Ryle’s mid-20"-century book The
Concept of Mind, is still very relevant. There Ryle claims that ‘Descartes left as one of his main
philosophical legacies a myth which continues to distort the continental geography of the
subject’ (Ryle, 2009, p. Ix, my italics). For Ryle, the very idea of the thinking ego at the basis
of the modern continental European epistemology has methodological problems that render
philosophy untenable and that desperately need correction. Indeed, many of his intellectual
efforts are directed to the orthopaedic task of correcting these issues: ‘the philosophical
arguments which constitute this book are intended not to increase what we know about minds,
but to rectify the logical geography of the knowledge which we already possess’ (ibid. p. lix).
Ryle works as a technician or a mechanical specialist rearranging the existing pieces of
Descartes’ system in an attempt to make them work better. His aspiration is mainly a functional
one; no new heights for thought, just the reparation of a system, re-arranging logical

propositions and getting rid of some ‘disorders’ (ibid. p. Ixi).

My hypothesis is that philosophical attitudes such as Ryle’s are not unusual amongst
professional philosophers in the UK and that ‘ordinary language’ and other kinds of
philosophical products of this territory are to be better characterised as philosophies operating
in a post-Reform landscape that conceives the world as having disposed of all magic (M.
Weber, 2012). This does not mean that | am claiming that most contemporary philosophers in
the UK subscribe to Oxford’s ordinary language philosophy — though, its specific influence is
notorious in contemporary philosophers working in areas as different as feminist theory, the
mind-body problem or Wittgensteinian philosophy of education (see Langton, 2015; Midgley,
2004; Smeyers & Marshall, 1995). More specifically, my point is that distinctions such as
continental/analytic and research interests orientated to specialised efforts in rigorous puzzle-

solving are very much alive in philosophy departments in the UK.

Contrary to views attuned with an ordinary conception of philosophy, elsewhere (in
other disciplines in the UK, in philosophy departments in other parts of the world, in ‘popular’
conceptions of philosophy) there can be found different ways of understanding the
philosophical project, for instance, as attempts to make sense of the extraordinary (see

Sabrovsky, 2013). However, as | will indicate through this study, even though sensibilities as
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the latter are also practised in the UK, this is neither what has been historically predominant
in philosophy departments nor the typical image of what people understand as philosophy in
the UK.2 Indeed, the tasks of professional philosophers in the UK many times look more like
those manifested in Ryle’s work. Per se this is not problematic at all; however, trouble arises
in social relations when a particular way of doing things becomes ‘normalised’ as a dominant

disciplinary model, and thus produces the ways of being and doing of others as ‘abnormal’:

Disciplinary normalization consists first of all in positing a model, an optimal model that
is constructed in terms of a certain result, and the operation of disciplinary
normalization consists in trying to get people, movements, and actions to conform to
this model, the normal being precisely that which can conform to this norm, and the
abnormal that which is incapable of conforming to the norm.

(Foucault, 2009, p. 57)

As | will attempt to show in this thesis, the ‘normal’ way of practising philosophy in the UK has
in various ways been intolerant of the sensibilities of certain groups of people who conceive
philosophy differently. As well, as explored in later chapters, new assessment technologies
such as the REF have produced a more complex scenario that creates new challenges for
understanding (and perhaps changing) what is ‘normal’ in philosophy. | aim to reconstruct how
a professional identity grounded in the reproduction of certain ways of doing things creates a
boundary resulting in a fracture in experience — this is expressed in a series of divisions,

tensions and social problems in the realm of philosophy.

3 Even though my claim is that what today is commonly referred to as ‘analytic philosophy’ is, in different
forms and through a variety of devices, dominant in philosophy departments in the UK, this does not
mean that continental or other kinds of philosophy are totally absent in these departments. These
philosophies usually have a second place there and have mostly flourished outside traditional
philosophy departments (see Chapter 2 and Appendix). Also, there is a plethora of anglophone and
non-anglophone practitioners tensioning the boundaries and creating bridges between both traditions,
for instance, by introducing poststructuralist and existentialist authors in analytic discussions (see, for
instance, Haslanger, 1995; and McDaniel, 2013) or essaying encounters and bridges between both
traditions (see Biletzki, 2001; Braver, 2011). Inside the analytic school of thought, the ambiguity of
Wittgenstein’s work seems to be an interesting resource for contemporary philosophers to explore this
liminal space; proof of that is a recent seminar in Bucharest entitled Wittgenstein’s Phenomenology:
Bridging the Analytic-Continental Gap (IRH-ICUB, 2019).
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Methods and scope

As a note of caution, | would like to clarify that this thesis is not a survey of philosophy in the
UK; it does not claim to represent the discipline in any simple empirical sense. Some empirical
materials are used, and these illustrate and exemplify some of the major issues addressed in
the thesis, but they are not by any means exhaustive of the range of views and positions
currently apparent in the discipline. Rather, these materials offer a set of starting points and
provocations for a conceptual analysis of tensions, divisions and exclusions in the field of
philosophy and its practice. In this sense, the sampling of documentation, interviews,
anecdotes and observations was theoretical (Coyne, 1997). This means that the selection of
materials was driven by my interest in knowing more about a variety of frontiers, experiences
and practices in philosophy in the UK rather than by an attempt to be empirically

‘representative’ of this field.*

In terms of design, the research behind this document mixes theoretical work with a
gualitative approach to empirical materials and documentation. During the four years this
research lasted, | collected as many materials as possible that could help me understand more
thoroughly the history and present situation of philosophy and philosophers in the UK. Of
course, | do not use or refer here to all of these materials (I accumulated thousands of
documents), but they make up the archive informing many of my insights. | deploy some of
these materials as devices providing analytic possibilities to address the question: what do

philosophers do? These include:

= Databases. Even though the focus of my research is qualitative, | also accessed some
numerical data publicly available at HEFCE, the BPA and elsewhere to complement
some of the other materials here used.

= Encyclopaedia entries. | focused mainly on entries from the Continuum Encyclopaedia
of British Philosophy but also to other sources such as the Internet Encyclopaedia of

Philosophy and the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy.

41 am driven by Adorno’s claim that a purely methodologically driven sociology loses sight of its object
(society) in the bureaucracy of procedures (see Adorno, 1966). Theory provides us of interesting tools
to think through a variety of empirical materials.
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Internet archives. An important resource consisted of e-mail messages sent to the
PHILOS-L e-mail list, but also public profiles from scholars, departmental webpages,
learned societies webpages, philosopher’s blogs, the REF webpage, among others.
Philosophy Journals. | paid special attention to materials published in the Proceedings
of the Aristotelian Society, the Radical Philosophy Journal, Metaphilosophy and Mind
- particularly to their historical archive.

Minutes from meetings. Useful material for this research came from the minutes
produced by the BPA and the REF philosophy sub-panel. Most of them were publicly
available in their webpages, but some of the BPA’'s more recent ones were made
available to me thanks to the goodwill of one of their executive committee members.
Papers, book chapters and books. | especially attended to literature in the areas of
social theory, metaphilosophy, the history of philosophy, the sociology of philosophy
and critical policy studies. In terms of authors, the work of Hannah Arendt, Michel
Foucault, Bruno Latour, Max Weber and, to a lesser extent, Pierre Bourdieu, have a
special place here in providing some theoretical resources, distinctions and conceptual
tools that helped me think about the social life of philosophy when confronted to the
specificities of my empirical and philosophical materials. Other resources | used were
books containing interviews with philosophers, technical and critical papers on the REF
and philosophy, philosophy introductory books and guides, among others. | revised
material primarily in the two languages | am more fluent, English and Spanish.
Personal notes. These refer to my notes in more than 5 notebooks gathering my
experience as a participant and observer in over 30 philosophy conferences, lectures,
workshops and modules all around the UK. As well, they record observations at the
buildings were philosophers work and meet, together with my thoughts on informal
talks with staff and students, especially in London.

Transcripts from interviews. | interviewed 30 individuals for this research,® 11 were
women and 19 men (even though | approached more women than men, | received
more declines from women). The interviews generated a total of 35 hours of transcript
conversation. Most participants, particularly university staff, were identified through
their institutional web profiles and later contacted by e-mail; others, such as students,

where reached through a ‘snowball sampling’ in which ‘informants refer the researcher

5 All the interviewees signed a consent form agreeing for the results of the interview to be published in
the present document and forthcoming publications resulting from my research. Even though some of
them also agreed to be referred to un-anonymously, | took the decision to anonymise everyone and
protect their identities.
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to other informants, who are contacted by the researcher and then refer her or him to
yet other informants, and so on’ (Noy, 2008, p. 330). It should be noted that more than
3/5ths of the 107 people approached declined or did not reply to the request to be
interviewed but those who accepted tended to be supportive of the project. Most of the
interviews were with professional philosophers (21 in total, 11 associated to philosophy
departments and 10 to other departments), but | also interviewed administrative staff
(2), philosophy students (3) and graduates from philosophy programs that do not work
as professional philosophers (4). Of the interviews, 7 were done by Skype while 23
were face-to-face (mostly in coffee shops, but some of them at the office of the
interviewee or their home). | approached philosophers from different schools,
universities (many from England, but also some from Wales, Ireland and Scotland),
philosophy institutions (learned societies, REF panel, representative bodies, etc.) and
non-philosophy institutions (independent writers and people working outside
philosophy). Sometimes guoted and sometimes not, the chance to talk with them
helped me understand better the struggles, atmosphere and practical concerns of
philosophers and philosophy in the UK. My interviews cannot then be considered

representative of UK philosophy as a whole, whatever that might mean.

That said, the status of the claims | make based on materials of different kinds varies between
chapters. For instance, chapters 1, 2 and 3 rely mostly on texts written by sociologists and
philosophers, on encyclopaedia entries and images available in published books and
specialised journals. Also, an occasional consideration by some of my interviewees or an
ethnographic observation pops up here and there. First person narratives take prominence
starting from Chapter 4. There, | mix narratives from published interviews and
autobiographies, ethnographic observations, e-mail communications forwarded to me by
philosophers and my own interviews. In Chapter 5, | used these materials further and explore
them at a more metaphorical level inspired by the imaginary of monsters available in Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein. My use of metaphors draws from Arendt (1981, pp. 98-125) in the
sense that they provide links between conceptual and embodied concerns and offer tools for
the exploration of ‘ineffable’ matters, i.e., those which tend to escape simple linguistic
formulations (in this case, atmospheres and affects). As well, in Chapter 5 | use images, a
drawing and numerical data from QR funding to explore further some micro and macro aspects
of philosophy. Chapter 6 returns to documents (especially from the REF, but also BPA
minutes) and relates them with literature from policy ethnography and my interviews to trace
the movement of the ‘impact’ policy and its effects in philosophy. Chapter 7 relies on only one

interview and works it in detail — relating it to secondary literature and depictions of philosophy
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in Chile. Both excursuses use secondary documents —BPA minutes in one case, Radical
Philosophy texts, on the other— and put them together with the insights of a key interviewee
and my observations. Both excursuses aimed to re-construct the current situation of those

organisations.

This thesis does not offer a definitive or finished account of the doing of philosophy in
the UK. Rather it is a set of first steps and openings and a tentative mapping of issues which,
in most cases, need further work, more data and careful, focused elaboration. Arguments or
characterisations that seems overgeneralised need to be pursued further. Nonetheless, |
argue that my account does capture a set of significant tensions and demarcations that
operate to ‘police’ the field of philosophy. In parts of the thesis, | explore those tensions and
demarcations by focusing on some of the key characteristics of the dominant tradition of
analytic philosophy. These characteristics are not identified as normative problems, even if in
the text my comments may sometimes be read in that way. | am not asserting that there is
anything inherently wrong with puzzle-solving, rigour or a genuine interest in particular authors
or forms of writing. Rather these characteristics are presented and discussed as modes of
exclusion and division which, in a sociological sense, privilege certain kinds of practice and

exclude or create barriers for others to flourish.

My own sympathies may be apparent at times, but they are not substantively relevant
to the analysis. | am not doing much more, | would argue, than providing a narrative for matters
that are constantly voiced in conversation amongst philosophers. Of course, as sociologists
continually reminds us, it is impossible to be totally impartial and not tend to take sides when
doing research (Becker, 1967; Warren & Garthwaite, 2015). | would suggest that this study is
read as the account of a curious traveller who detected a certain imbalance in the practices
inside an academic community. Hopefully, it can provide some insights for the ongoing

conversation about social problems in philosophy.

Plan of the study

This study raises many questions about philosophy, especially in relation to philosophy
conceived as a profession. The overarching objective of this research is to have a better
understanding of what philosophers do and to explore some of the effects of their practice.
This presupposes the existence of a type of practice involved in doing philosophy
(philosophers do something) and that part of it can be grasped through a study of philosophers’
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experiences, interactions and history in a particular social milieu — in the case of this study,
philosophy as practised at UK universities, learned societies and organisations. My question
is about the ‘conditions of production’, affects and the making of people who comprehend
themselves and their actions as being philosophical. In addition, this implies attending to the

many exclusions and technologies mediating the construction of this practical identity.

To present these issues, the text is organised as seven interconnected chapters
dealing with different aspects of the practice of philosophy. This starts with two sections
concerned with theoretical and methodological questions about a plausible way of
approaching philosophy. Chapter 1 presents the basis for an ethnographical account of
philosophy within the sociology of philosophy. Reconstructing some of the main strategies with
which sociologists have approached philosophy, | position myself from what | call socio-
ethnographic strategy and attempt to do a realistic depiction of philosophy. In a way, this
chapter argues that when sociology thinks about itself, it ends up encountering issues of a
philosophical nature and that sociology offers some methodological resources for inquiring
further into them. Furthermore, | introduce my way of approaching philosophy as something
resulting from object-oriented, circulatory and relational practices. The argument of this
chapter is complemented by Chapter 2, which is devoted to the relation between
metaphilosophy and crisis. Metaphilosophy could be thought of as the production of texts and
materials within philosophy that refer to philosophy being philosophy. My claim here is that,
when liberated from tautological operations, metaphilosophy can also be explored through
other means, such as autobiographies, sociological concerns and crisis experiences of
philosophy practitioners. When properly considering their potential, my take is that
metaphilosophical materials can show some faces of what is social about philosophy. Seen
as a whole, these two chapters argue that sociological and philosophical reflection find each
other when thinking about their own condition; to a certain extent, sociology and philosophy

are in a dialectical relation.

After considering philosophy and philosophers as part of society and as having social
problems of their own, Chapter 3 outlines the specific history of philosophy in the UK between
the 19" century and the 1970s. The main object of inquiry in this chapter is the notion of
‘professional’ philosophy: how it came into being in the territory, what sorts of institutions have
been created to establish and sustain it and what sort of challenges to these institutions have
been attempted by certain self-denominated ‘radical’ philosophy practitioners. Taking into
account these points, in this section, | also discuss some considerations about the concepts

of boundary-work, gatekeeping and transgression between philosophers.
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Chapter 4 explores what the discipline of philosophy, as practised in philosophy
departments in the UK, produces in the subject interested in philosophy. From this chapter
onwards, it becomes clear that mine is not a full ethnographic study, but a partly theoretical
inquiry, with some empirical exploration. My claim in this chapter is that newcomers to
philosophy tend to approach philosophy mediated by a sense of discovery and wonder that
normally dissipates after experiencing philosophy as a discipline. Philosophy as a discipline
produces a gap between the newcomer and professional philosophers, a gap that university
curricula and pedagogical practices try to lessen by means of ‘disciplining the mind’ of the
former to play the game of philosophy in increasingly similar terms to the ones practised by

the latter.

Chapter 5 explores this last problem and faces the ‘monsters’ of professional
philosophy and the ‘small terrors’ they produce on the everyday lives of philosophers currently
working in the UK. These monsters act as forces creating disciplinary as well as managerial
and quality assurance neoliberal pressures that in many ways shape the identity, meaning
and actions of philosophers in the UK today. This is further explored in Chapter 6, which
follows the ‘impact’ agenda put forward through the Research Excellence Framework. There,
| emphasise how the ‘impact’ policy sets into motion through a series of contexts, philosophy
included, and how it ends up shaping — or at least attempting to shape — important aspects of

what is associated with being a philosopher.

Chapter 7 reiterates many of the issues discussed in the previous chapters and
attempts to explore them in a more biographical fashion. | focus on the experience of one
particular anglophone scholar who has worked as a philosopher in both the UK and Chile. |
use her narrative, together with some of my own experiences, as a means to identify some
notable cultural and professional differences between philosophies in these contexts. This
raises many questions about uneven material conditions, incommensurable cultural identities
and the effects that an anglophone-dominated philosophy can create over other alternative

ways of conceiving this discipline.

After Chapters 3 and 5 I include two excursuses to develop further some ideas that
require specific attention but which | was unable to include within the narrative of these
chapters without deviating from their core arguments. Excursus 1 pays attention to the Radical
Philosophy Journal and the paradoxes of professionalisation it has had to face. | focus on how,
ending in the 1970s, there was a conflict between the ‘activist’ and ‘academic’ sides of this
project — with the second taking prominence at the expense of the first. The story of the journal
also specifies some of the tensions amongst many scholars working in the continental tradition

of philosophy in the UK. Excursus 2 is devoted to showing how the British Philosophical
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Association works. It attempts to illustrate how the members of the Association cope with some
of the problems associated with their organisational practice, neoliberal pressures and
professional aims. Also, after the references, it is possible to find an Appendix offering a list of
the years of foundation and closure of some of the main institutions enabling the practice of
philosophy in the UK. This can be read as a complement to the contents presented in chapter
3.

This text does not have a conclusion as such. | preferred to end it with an afterword
where | tackle some of the limits of this research, as well as the challenges and possibilities
of following the sociology of philosophy as a programme of inquiry in the future. The
characteristics of philosophy, neoliberalism and subjectivity studied here are not set in stone
and are likely to keep on changing. Consequently, here | mean to give a definitive argument
neither about philosophy in the UK nor about philosophy as a practice. Instead of announcing
the end of a journey, | rather suggest an attitude of openness towards emergent, unnoticed or

contingent issues relating to philosophy that could surely enrich what here is presented.

| end this introduction with a note of caution and a challenge to sociological enquiry
when it comes to accounting for the current situation of the disciplines of the humanities. A
decade ago, Mike Savage claimed that the post-WW?2 rise of the social sciences in the UK
‘challenged the authority of the arts and humanities’, which ‘were increasingly demarcated
away from the everyday’ (Savage, 2010, pp. vii, 112). However, disciplines of the humanities
such as philosophy still exist, have their day-to-day activities and hold some kind of social
legitimacy and have supporting people and institutions even in allegedly ‘antiphilosophical’
countries such as the UK. The success of the social sciences does not automatically imply the
disappearance of the humanities. Indeed, if areas such as philosophy were ‘demarcated
away’, where would they go? Why dismiss them as unattractive domains for social scrutiny a
priori? Perhaps, claims as those of Savage’s can be the result of sociology instrumentally
devoting major efforts to reflection about itself and the sciences rather than providing
resources to understanding the complex social life of the humanities. Contrary to this trend,
my project here is to advance into the sociology of an object that has been scarcely recognised
as important by contemporary sociological inquiry. | think that an indifference towards the role
of philosophy in society is something problematic: philosophy is part of social life and, as such,

is a legitimate area of inquiry for sociologists.
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CHAPTER 1

AN ETHNOGRAPHICAL ACCOUNT WITHIN THE SOCIOLOGY OF
PHILOSOPHY

Russell sat at his desk, a look of deep abstraction upon his face. Then he abruptly
rose, paced to the door, and sat down again.

Randall Collins (1978, p. 18)

Exploring what philosophers do

As | went up the stairs of the main hallway of the LSE’s Lakatos Building — named after the
philosopher of science and former LSE Professor of Logic, Imre Lakatos — | noticed the
following: hanging on a wall there were eight book covers, symmetrically displayed in solid
white frames, authored by philosophers who used to work at this university’s philosophy
department. On the upper row, from left to right, there was Lakatos’ Proof and Refutations
(1976), followed by Karl Popper’s The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1934), John Watkins’
Science and Scepticism (1984) and David Makinson’s Sets, Logic and Maths for Computing
(2008). As | write these words, only David Makinson is still alive and working at this
department. It is easy to imagine him entering this building every morning and being proud to
see that his work shares a place with some of the most respected philosophers of science of
the twentieth century. It can be said that this wall testifies to a specific tradition and continuity
in the kind of practices done by people working in this space.® But what exactly are these

practices? What sort of profession is being a philosopher?

5 As mentioned in a promotional video by a former head of the department, philosophy at the LSE has
had some persistent elements throughout its history: ‘In many ways we look the same. We are still
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There is perhaps an even more pressing question that must be answered before going
any further. What materials are at hand for the study of what philosophers do? | would say
that there are plenty, but scattered in many places, traditions and scholarly debates. Academic
and social life is full of walls, books, words, journals, preoccupations, narrations, certificates,
notes, professionals, formalisations, stories, buildings, archives, models, names, people,
experiences, policies, webpages, notebooks, interactions, questions, propositions, profiles,
figures, concepts and situations, all of which can be associated with the word philosophy.
Rephrasing Latour, | would say that neither of these specific elements on their own nor the
domain of ‘existence’ of philosophy as a whole can be understood as made from a substance
called philosophy. In fact, it seems to be the case that in specific contexts of practice,
something becoming philosophical would circulate ‘when everything is in place and working
well' (Latour, 2013, p. 39), i.e., as a reality made of a non-stop process of manufacture
undertaken by the people working with these heterogeneous materials and who are giving
them a philosophical articulation. From this, it follows that, for an outsider, such a set of
heterogeneous elements may not have a great sense of ‘continuity’, despite surely doing so

‘for a person who is operating within this network’ (ibid. p. 40).

Therefore, observing what philosophers do implies looking at how a plethora of
heterogeneous elements is set into motion and given a ‘philosophical’ connotation by these
practitioners. Here, | have to add a note of caution: the practice of philosophy is likely to be
something more than just the way in which individual practitioners become problem-solvers
when challenged by such heterogeneity. Things turn more complex when we start asking
ourselves sociological questions about when it is the case that ‘everything is in place’ or
‘working well’ and for whom. Such considerations are especially important if we consider the
fact that ‘intellectual life is first of all conflict and disagreement’ (R. Collins, 1998a, p. 1). In this
sense, and following Latour again, it is important to attend to the practical expressions of how
certain actors arrange this multiplicity of factors while constantly forging boundaries that
separate and protect what they deem philosophical from the outside. Consequently, their
organised practice also includes mapping and distinguishing themselves from alternative
forms of assemblage mobilised by ‘antigroups’ (Latour, 2005, pp. 31-32). If our main focus is
to depict philosophy as practised by university scholars in philosophy departments, we also

need to examine how such practice is contested by other groups constantly trying to mobilise

interested in a kind of philosophy that is continuous with the practice of the sciences’ (Luc Bovens, in
LSE, 2014).
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this heterogeneity of materials into other philosophical claims. Is there any sort of recognition

between them? Is there something more than differences as a common ground?

It is clear that, the main protagonists of the field of professional philosophy in the UK
have been white British men working in philosophy departments and engaging with the game
of abstractions in its analytical form. However, | would argue that it is possible to have a
broader sense of the practical struggles and the reality of this area of knowledge if we also
look at the doings of other actors involved in philosophy. Here, ‘other’ kinds of practice are
considered as equally important for understanding what philosophy is as a practice: that of
women, of newcomers to the field, of the people who studied philosophy but follow careers
outside philosophy, of foreigners, of those doing philosophical work outside philosophy
departments, of those trying to make philosophy understandable for general audiences, and
of staff administering processes that have consequences for philosophy. That is the reason
why in this thesis | consider the order of discourse governing both, hegemonic and non-
hegemonic actors (with an emphasis in the latter). In light of the above, | am interested in the
sociological topology of philosophy as a product and producer of a particular way of conceiving
philosophy. With this in mind, my research on philosophers could be seen as a case study for
a new political economy that, as Bacevic argues, understands universities as ‘assemblages’
with a ‘variegated ecology of knowledge and expertise’ (Bacevic, 2018, p. 11). In such a
scenario, the challenge is to see how philosophy practitioners confront epistemic and human

variety, with a special interest in the making and displacement of boundaries.

To make sense of all the empirical materials elicited and collected for this research
(see Introduction), it is necessary to demonstrate that constructing an ethnographic
approximation to the pragmatic making of philosophy is a reasonable endeavour. | would claim
that philosophy is something occurring inside the social world, and whose results, movements,
foundations, problems and relevance need to be seen as performative elements participating
in the constitution of social aspects transcending the gates of pure academic discussion. In
this sense, showing philosophy as it is practised in particular contexts can help us overcome
the ‘metaphysical delusion’ (Arendt, 1981, p. 110) that sees philosophical thinking as being
isolated from the social world. Such a view can have its most delightfully unfair depiction in
Aristophanes’ portrayal of Socrates in The Clouds. There, the philosopher is presented in his
‘thinking shop’, ‘suspended in the air in a basket’ and claiming to be ‘walking in the air, and
speculating about the sun’ (Aristophanes, 2005, pp. 11, 14). Of course, this raises the issue

of describing philosophy and philosophers in reductionist and simplistic terms.

It was a pleasant surprise for me to find some literature that, in one way or another,

accounts for ‘the doings’ of philosophy. However, some of this scholarship is narrow as it
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focuses on specific aspects of the doings of philosophy, or consists in randomised
commentaries; as | point out more fully later, a proportion of these texts can also feel very
broad, exaggerated or ambitious. Despite this, here it is also possible to find interesting
reflections, compelling documentation and clever suggestions written with different aims in
mind and directed to distinct audiences. As a starting point, | look at the information that is
available in various philosophical texts as well as in nhon-philosophy literature concerned with
philosophy. Correspondingly, these writings are produced by the action and re-action to the

practice of philosophy. They are both topic and resource.

In light of the above mentioned materials, the theoretical proposal | would like to use
in this chapter has to be regarded as an extension of or complement to a sociology of
philosophy. This happens in a twofold manner, namely, through an ethnographic turn nurtured
by the empirical material elicited and produced for this study, and through the texts provided
by two already existing forms of studying what philosophers do. These materials are the main
focus of this chapter and the one that follows. Here the first group of scholarly works could be
clustered under the label of Sociology of Philosophy, which contains all those literatures
addressing how philosophy relates either to sociology or to society in a more general or
specific way. Such a notion encompasses research about the extent to which sociology may
also be philosophical, as well as theories concerning the place that philosophers and
intellectuals have in the social world, depictions of the features of the ‘philosophical’ domain,
Randall Collins’ important account of the ‘sociology of philosophies’, and empirical studies ‘on
the making’ of famous intellectuals. The second group is known as Metaphilosophy, i.e., a
type of philosophical literature reflexing about philosophy, which in some cases observes
philosophy in the attempt to overcome it. This perspective comprises the works about
philosophy written by philosophers, including, amongst others, ‘philosophical utterances’
about the tasks of philosophy, philosophers’ autobiographical writings and intra-sociological

accounts of philosophy emerging from philosophy.

In this chapter, | present an overview of the existing sociological approaches to
philosophy. Considering the sociological literature that has struggled to understand
philosophy, | attempt to give an account of their main contributions to the sociological
discussion regarding philosophy and its limits. In light of this, | make a case for an
‘ethnographic turn’ in the sociology of philosophy, one that looks at the trajectories and
assemblages produced by the doings of the different actors involved in the social construction
of philosophy. Following this, when we reach Chapter 2, in the interest of finding a way to
describe today’s philosophy that is as real as possible, | discuss why the reflexive component

of metaphilosophy is also a crucial sociological component of the construction of philosophy.

28



The sociology of philosophy

At first glance, it seems that philosophy can be seen as a specific research area of sociology,
that is, as one of the many phenomena that sociologists have studied, such as class struggle,
education, capitalism, professions, crime, sports, social movements, inter alia. However,
studying philosophy becomes immediately complicated when we take into account the
tensions between two of the constituent aspects of sociology, namely, the scientific and the

philosophical.

In the beginnings of sociology, philosophy was mostly seen as an obstacle for the
development of the discipline.” This can be observed in, for example, Comte’s attempt to
create a positive science that would overcome the ‘metaphysical stage’ of knowledge (Comte,
1858, pp. 25-26), in Marx’s and Engels’s critique of the ideological fetishisms of the German
Young Hegelians’ discussions (Marx & Engels, 1998, p. 34), and even in Durkheim’s remarks
on ‘social philosophers’ who made theoretical formulations without putting them into practice
(Durkheim, 1982, p. 161).® All these authors are critical of what they deem abstract
philosophical idealism and propose sociology as an alternative to the necessary engagement
between their concepts and empirical reality. In their view, only then is it possible to have a

science of society.

This notwithstanding, such formulations have not solved the problem of how to make
these concepts sociological or how to study the social world with their help. The never-ending
dispute about the form of this engagement is what is known as sociological theory. More
recently, it has been said that the ‘increasing dependency on (continental) philosophy,

literature, and humanities for inspiration’ is partly responsible for the current ‘crisis in sociology’

7 A notable exception is Tonnies, who in the first meeting of the German Society for sociology stated
the following: ‘Sociology is first a philosophical discipline. As such, it is much older that its name. The
name did not create it, nor did the person who coined the name bring it into being. Speculation about
the essence of human society, especially political alliances, has always been closely connected with
the ideas of ethical and good conduct of life and forms of life’ (Ténnies, 2005, p. 57).

& Barberis has further studied Durkheim’s case and his original disciplinary disputes with philosophers
to legitimate his new science of sociology in France. For her, the aftermath of his interest in
differentiating sociology from philosophy ended up having an undesired effect: ‘sociology remained
locked in a relationship with philosophy that limited its possibilities of institutional independence and
circumscribed the realm of objects thought worthy of consideration to those previously sanctioned by
philosophy’ (Barberis, 2002, p. 357).
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(Turner, 2008, pp. 5-6). For Turner, this is due to the epistemological effects that
poststructuralist, postmodern and sceptical pragmatist philosophies have had upon positivist,
empiricist and objectivist certainties that used to define the discipline.® Leaving aside the
discussion on whether these elements led sociology into a crisis or rather are post-
foundational theories giving opportunities to continue exploring, this discussion seems to
stress the point that contemporary sociology exhibits ‘strong philosophical inclinations’ (Baert,
2008, p. 61).

The point | am trying to make here is the following: despite its acceptance or neglect
by sociology practitioners, philosophy eventually emerges for sociologists either as a problem,
a challenge, or a mystery; it is a fact that it does emerge. The mediation that philosophy has
had in sociological practice in some way speaks about the performative effects that the
philosophical activity has over other professions — it says something about the repercussions
that it has in a social world that goes far beyond philosophy. With this in mind, here | would
like to discuss some of the theoretical, empirical and hybrid attempts made by sociologists

who have taken up the challenge of trying to construe philosophy more fully.

Using the label Sociology of Philosophy, | would like to outline four sociological
perspectives which in different ways explore social factors related to the social production of
philosophy. The first approach, that of philosophical sociology, is closely aligned with the
discussions addressed here and focuses on the ways in which sociology may be philosophical
and on the implications of such crossover. The second perspective gathers all the attempts to
understand the sociological characteristics of the domains of philosophy and intellectuals, i.e.,
giving an account of their particular set of sociological features and limits. The third view is
Randall Collins’ Sociology of Philosophies, which can be regarded as a more refined and
ambitious version of the second perspective. Finally, | consider some of the literature that has
applied different forms of the sociology of philosophy to empirical case studies of ‘the making’

of highly respected intellectual figures.

9 Nevertheless, this other tradition survives today through contemporary accounts by sociologists
attempting to do an analytic sociology concerned with ‘dynamics’, ‘mechanisms’, ‘models’ and finding
ways to ‘dissect the social’ (Demeulenaure, 2011; Hedstrém, 2005; Hedstrom & Bearman, 2009). Their
intellectual debt to analytic philosophy is unclear, but in their declarations they seem to have a shared
obsession with writing clearly and in a rigorous way.
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1. Philosophical sociology

As | mentioned above, regardless of being considered abstruse and/or exciting by individual
sociologists, it seems undeniable that philosophy is something relevant for sociology. Perhaps
this is so because they share something. Ultimately, this may have to do with the fact that
‘society’ itself is a concept (Luhmann, 1992), and when dealing with concepts sociology has
to dive into a space that is more commonly associated with the job of the philosopher. In this
sense, it is important to point out that there is a ‘false dilemma between philosophy and
sociology’ (Cordero, 2017, p. 7) whenever someone considers that the former falls within the
realm of the ‘theoretical’ and the latter within what is strictly ‘empirical’. Actually, their borders
are blurry, and any conclusive definition of such boundary is to a certain extent pointless. The

social tissue that brings them together seems to be very knotty.

Moreover, | take the view that philosophy is especially interesting for sociology
because it pesters the discipline. Just to evoke its name triggers unease between sociologists
pressured towards constantly re-thinking their subject matter, foundations, identity and limits.
In other words, | would argue that speaking about philosophy in sociology is usually taken as
a reflexive challenge: sociology would be more ‘philosophical’ when it explores the depths of
its own constitution and of society as its subject matter. In fact, there is a line of inquiry where
these issues have been thought of in accordance with their complexity; such a line is what in

sociology is known as ‘philosophical sociology’.

The classical conception of this term was first elaborated by Georg Simmel when he
argued that a philosophical sociology addresses ‘the study of the epistemological and
metaphysical aspects of society’ and, more specifically, constitutes research towards ‘a
complex of questions’ that ‘are sociological only in a broad sense of the term’ and that, ‘more
properly, they are philosophical’ (Simmel, 1950, p. 23).* He gives the following list of
guestions that illustrate the speculative nature of this area of inquiry:

Is society the purpose of human existence, or is it a means for the individual? Does

the ultimate value of social development lie in the unfolding of personality or of

association? Do meaning and purpose inhere in social phenomena at all, or
exclusively in individuals? Do the typical stages of the development of societies show

10 Accepting this, also involves understanding that ‘society’ cannot be reduced to a merely empirical
reality; such observation makes place for a whole process of living socio-conceptual abstractions to
emerge as a challenge for sociological research (see Cordero & Salinas, 2017b).

11 For the history of ‘Philosophical Sociology and its later ‘normative turn’, see Alvear (2016).
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an analogy with cosmic evolutions so that there might be a general formula or rhythm
of development in general [...] which applies to social and material data alike? Are
social movements guided by the principle of the conservation of energy? Are they
directed by material or by ideological motives?

(Simmel, 1950, p. 25)

Partyga observes that ‘we might be tempted to dismiss these questions as obsolete’ (Partyga,
2016, p. 434). Nevertheless, and specifically thinking of the influence that Nietzsche later had
in Simmel, she adds that there is always the potential of ‘rephrasing them in productive and
novel ways’ (ibid.). | would argue that this creative reaffirmation of this line of questioning is
exactly the kind of strategy followed by Daniel Chernilo in his recent recovery of the idea of

philosophical sociology.

Chernilo’s starting point can be regarded as deeply Simmelian in form and spirit. For
him, ‘the questions that matter to sociologists are always, in the last instance, also
philosophical ones’ (Chernilo, 2014, p. 340). The reason for this would be ‘that a normative
vocation for sociology emerges out of implicit presuppositions about the shared humanity of
human beings to be found inside sociological theorizing’ (ibid.).*? In this sense, Chernilo thinks
that philosophy must be regarded as an important ally of sociology: it refers to the whole world
of ‘presuppositions’ appearing when thinking the sociological questions of injustice or the
constitution of society, and the like. Besides, as he stresses in an interview, such attention to
philosophy is something that could also help sociologists to gain awareness on the origins of

some of their discipline’s most basic distinctions:

Ténnies’ work on Community and Society is explicitly modelled on Hobbes’ distinction
between the state of nature and civil society. When | was doing research for my
previous book on Social Theory and Natural Law, one of the biggest surprises was
that this theme did not figure at all in the sociological literature on Tonnies even though
Tonnies himself was open about it and wrote two huge biographies of Hobbes and
Marx. The clues to interpret the philosophical debt of Tonnies’ sociological
contributions were being missed even if they were very much in front of our eyes. My
explanation for this is, quite simply, that we sociologists just don’t know enough
philosophy so these connections simply don’t become visible.

(Chernilo, in Chernilo & Beer, 2018, p. 282)

12 The Kantian-like divisions between thinking and the world apparent in this approach have faced some
resistance and critiques. For instance, Fuller (2018) criticises him for staying within a dualist paradigm.
Many other divisive commentaries about the programme of sociological philosophy can be found in a
recent contribution to the journal Distinktion, evaluating its consequences for a diversity of perspectives
speaking from Nietzsche, political philosophy, post-humanism, temporality, other forms of sociological
philosophy, amongst others (see Callegaro, 2020; Chernilo, 2020; Durkin, 2020; Elder-Vass, 2020; S.
Fuller, 2020; Magnelli, 2020; Partyga, 2020; Raza & Silva, 2020).
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Moreover, Chernilo’s research programme aims to create unease inside sociology by means
of philosophical concerns. For Chernilo, ‘philosophical sociology is an invitation to try to
understand more fully who are the human beings that populate the social world’, and therefore,
something reminding us that ‘we still do not fully understand what human beings are’ (Chernilo,
2014, p. 353). Such a concern is precisely what he pushes forward in his recent book Debating
Humanity. Towards a Sociological Philosophy (2017). There, and after mentioning that
sociology owes to philosophy its pre-scientific heritage, epistemological self-clarification and
normative motifs, he states that:

a re-engagement between sociology and philosophy must take the form of a mutual

learning process between the different knowledge-claims that underpin them both: the

empirical vocation of sociology as it grapples with the complexities of contemporary

society and the kind of unanswerable questions that we still associate with the best of

the philosophical tradition. At stake is the fact that as long as sociology continues to

raise the big questions about life in society — the relative influence of material and ideal

factors in historical explanations, the relationships between individual actions and

social trends, the interconnections between nature and culture or the dialectics

between domination and emancipation — these are all questions that also transcend
it: good sociological questions are always, in the last instance, also philosophical ones.

(Chernilo, 2017, p. 3)

| share Chernilo’s idea that sociology and philosophy can learn from each other, and even
merge to create new milieus from where to think about the important issues of social life. In
spite of this, | would contest some of the aspects of his argument. First, for Chernilo, when
sociology spots interesting and ‘good’ abstract questions, it becomes philosophical. This more
or less resembles the fairy tale frog prince that turns into a human after being kissed by a
princess. But, why do we have to consider philosophy as the depository of the normative
conundrums of sociology? A closer look to the discipline of philosophy reveals that this would
not be the intention of many of its practitioners and, perhaps, it could be a case of what Merton,
following Weber, called ‘the unanticipated consequences of purposive social action’ (Merton,
1936). In this sense, philosophical sociology seems to require a proviso that considers what
the conditions of production of ‘good’ philosophical questions are. This could probably take
the form of an in-depth study addressing contingent micro-sociological aspects that make the
philosophical practice be, at any given time, at its best. But even before this normative
endeavour is possible, | think that it is important to work in identifying the internal conflicts of
the field.

Second, and connected with the latter, Chernilo’s assertion about ‘good’ sociological
guestions being philosophical makes me think about a series of questions related to how his
framework confronts ‘bad’ questioning. How are questions deemed good or bad in philosophy?

In light of this, what is the effect of bad philosophical enquiry? What is the reality of
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practitioners dwelling between good and bad questions? What are the social conditions of
such an assessment? What happens with all the questions that philosophy never poses? What
can sociology do with the questions that philosophy excludes as a by-product of the biases of
its own history? Is it always about questions? Is it not the case that sometimes the main issue
is a topic, a cosmology, a way of reasoning rather than a question? Does an alliance with
philosophy also make sociology complicit in possible ontological errors?*

| think that Chernilo’s programme is extraordinary, and it surely revitalises the role of
sociological questioning and theorising in the contemporary world. However, | would like to
add a note of caution about this enthusiasm towards philosophy. While | would agree with the
idea that philosophical sociology must learn from the best of the philosophical tradition, it also
seems that it would do well to learn from its problems, mistakes and history. Cherry-picking
what we personally consider to be the best philosophy creates a blind-spot regarding the
actual practice of the philosophical enterprise. | think that this may be, in part, tackled by a
detailed sociological study of philosophy as a practice. In this sense, my proposal is that a
pragmatic study of philosophy should be able to complement the project of philosophical
sociology by means of a broader inquiry that looks at philosophy despite it being good, bad or

ugly.

2. Philosophy as a social domain

Philosophical sociology is important because it makes us aware and provides us with
guestions to think about the blurry limits between sociology and philosophy. However, in a
more traditional sense, philosophy has also been an object of sociological enquiry on its own.
Sociology has thought about philosophers, intellectuals, ideas and thinking for a long time. A
specifically sociological approach to this realm probably started with Mannheim’s relational

sociology of knowledge. Such a view suggested that the main determiner of the way in which

13 Such a question opens the possibility of being sociologically aware about the aspects that make
specific traditions in a philosophical culture have a voice to judge what is good or bad in the discipline.
This can be seen, for instance, in the reflections that Aaron Preston, who | will come back to in Chapter
3, makes about Analytical Philosophy in the Anglo-Speaking world: ‘From its position of dominance, AP
has managed, over the course of the twentieth century, to establish a de facto orthodoxy in academic
philosophy, complete with ‘professional standards’ for judging ‘good’ and ‘bad’ philosophy. By imposing
these standards on the profession, AP has shaped the Anglo-American experience with academic
philosophy for the better part of a century; and [...] that experience has not been a uniformly happy one’
(Preston, 2010, p. 8).
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an individual thinks — their particular perspective — is the ‘position’ they hold within a ‘social
group’ (Mannheim, 1954, p. 239). However, knowledge as a result of a social position is not
the only important aspect to consider. A few decades later, scholars such as Camic and Gross
stated that there is a need for a ‘new sociology of ideas’ which ‘focuses on women and men
who specialize in the production of cognitive, evaluative, and expressive ideas’ while
examining ‘the social processes by which their ideas [...] emerge, develop, and change’
(Camic & Gross, 2004, p. 236). In sum, for a type of sociology interested in the social aspects
of knowledge, elements such as ‘position’ and the ‘production of ideas’ have to be regarded
as relevant conditions to be studied within specific socio-historical realities so long as they

account for the historical relevance of knowledge claims.

Patrick Baert’'s ‘positioning theory’ adds further aspects to this discussion. He
suggests that ‘the reception, survival and diffusion of intellectual products’ depend not only ‘on
the intrinsic quality of the arguments proposed or the strength of the evidence provided, but
also on the range of rhetorical devices which the authors employ to locate themselves (and
position others) within the intellectual and political field’ (Baert, 2012, p. 304). In all these
elements, | think it is particularly relevant to take into account his consideration of (1) the
circulation of intellectual products instead of only their production or conditions of production;
and (2) that he looks at research programmes, theories, concepts and propositions as entities
that are not strong on their own, but heavily dependent on elements transcending the game

of knowledge production.

The circulation of intellectual ideas and culture has proven to be a fruitful area of inquiry
for the social sciences. For instance, it has led researchers to explore the history of
misunderstandings, and the uses and re-conceptualisations arising from the movement of
theoretical ideas from one culture into another. This is the course of action followed by
Frangois Cusset in his work on the ‘reception’ of French Theory in the USA. His main point is
that French Theory is ‘a creation ex nihilo of the American university’, an ‘entirely new
composite creature’ occurring after the arrival of the works of French authors such as
Baudrillard, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, Guattari and Lyotard in the US (Cusset, 2008, p. 26).
This is interesting as it shows that the invention of a ‘philosophical tradition’ is something

historically situated, territorially mobilised, semantically transformed and practically crafted.**

14 Of course, this kind of phenomena is something sociologists are well aware of. The dominant view of
the discipline for good part of the 20th century had to do with Parsons’ artificial foundation of the
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Bourdieu is also worth mentioning here. His view of philosophy offers a description that
sheds light on the experience of many philosophy practitioners who have not engaged in
metaphilosophy or other types of sociologically reflective philosophies (see Chapter 2).
Bourdieu’s observation is that questioning philosophy tends to exclude ‘the question of its own
socially necessary conditions’ (Bourdieu, 1983, p. 4). Besides, he argues that ‘every attempt
to bring philosophy into question which is not bound up with a questioning of the philosophical
institution itself still plays the institution’s game by merely playing with fire, by rubbing up
against the limits of the sacred circle, while still carefully refraining from moving outside it’
(ibid.). In other words, it is a game where people ‘tacitly commit themselves to identifying the

interest of philosophy with the interest that they have in philosophy’ (ibid.).

However, in spite of such denial of the social conditions, for Bourdieu, the philosophical
field is always a constitutive part of the socio-historical reality within which it obtains its relative
autonomy. This is perhaps the most interesting part of his argument. He puts forward a case
by reading Heidegger’s ontology of being in relation to his participation in the Nazi party. With
this in mind, Bourdieu observes that even under the illusio of ‘pure philosophy’, it is undeniable
that philosophy takes a position in the social world. In this sense, Heidegger would put in
practice a series of reciprocal connections that create his ‘political stance’ while giving them a
‘pure philosophical expression’ (Bourdieu, 1999, pp. 5-6). Such an argument is thought-
provoking in the sense that it accounts for how deeply-rooted philosophy is in social life, even
if it denies it. Heidegger’s case shows how contradictory is the position of those who write and
speak about ‘being in the world’, publicly denying their own participation in it but actually

having a discourse with performative effects in the world they deny.

A more recent sociological view is offered by Steve Fuller in his book The Sociology of
Intellectual Life. The Career of the Mind in and Around the Academy (2009). In this interesting
work, he claims that his approach to social epistemology ‘overcomes’ the incommensurability
between contemporary analytic and continental philosophers ‘but also incorporate[s] the
empirical findings of the history and sociology of science in aid of a more richly informed
knowledge policy’ (S. Fuller, 2009, p. 44). For him, such inquiry starts at the university, ‘a
specific institution [that] has best promoted a form of intellectual freedom that has managed

to serve as a vehicle for the progressive transformation of society’ (ibid. p. 1). However, he

sociological action in a monster such as Frankenstein’s made-up by parts of Durkheim, Marshall,
Paretto and Weber (Parsons, 1968b).
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also argues that the university is nowadays affected by ‘that unholy alliance of plagiarism and

bullshit by which clever academics routinely overreach for the truth’ (ibid. p. 2).

Notwithstanding his occasional hard-to-swallow rhetoric, Fuller poses some interesting
points in relation to the political-epistemological disputes in philosophy, especially regarding
Anglophone Philosophy (see ibid. 62-82). On a speculative note, he concludes that: ‘The
abdication of philosophy’s prescriptive function has rarely been as complete and learned as it
is today, but those with a long institutional memory can take comfort in the prospect that it too
will eventually come to pass once the next cycle of radical thinkers find their voice’ (ibid. p.
82). In his conception of philosophy, such social institution seems to be moved by cycles —
and this consideration of change would give a normative horizon within which to think the

possible range of movements for the actors involved in the discipline.

All of the above shows that there is the possibility, and the intellectual interest, of
undertaking sociological inquiries into the production and dissemination of abstract knowledge
such as that concerning philosophy.*> From this point of view, philosophy has to be understood
as part of the social world. This implies accepting that there isn’t a ready-made world (Putham,
1982) and that factors such as social relations, rhetoric, processes, positions, receptions,
illusions and institutions, are sociological components in the construction of philosophy. Of
course, this can be a bitter drink for some logicians, positivists and systematic philosophers
who prefer to consider the social as a ceteris paribus or messy component occurring

somewhere outside their offices.

3. Randall Collins’ sociology of philosophies

Any study concerned with the sociology of philosophy would be incomplete without mentioning
Randall Collins’ suggestive and ambitious work. His programme is twofold and can be seen
as a synthesis of the two approaches previously discussed. On the one hand, it has traced
the complicated intellectual interconnections between philosophy and sociology from a
theoretical interest. On the other, it has been deeply concerned with advancing a general

empirical programme for the study of philosophers and intellectuals throughout world history.

15 For other sociological studies about ‘philosophical knowledge’, see the interesting volume edited by
Kusch (2000).
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Collins’ project can be said to have started with his paper ‘For a Sociological
Philosophy’ (1988). In this work, he outlines a programmatic approach to philosophy from a
sociological perspective —in his words, ‘| am arguing for a sociological philosophy; at the same
time a philosophy of sociology also seems promising. Sociology is terrain for considering the
underlying conceptual structures, and the knowledge claims, of some of the deepest and most
complex issues anywhere in the intellectual world’ (ibid. p. 670). Sociological problems such
as the ‘micro-macro’, ‘the self’ and ‘the nature of social causes and explanations’ are, for him,
elements that contribute ‘not only in epistemology and ethics [...] but in metaphysics as well’
(ibid. p. 669). Along with this mixture of ‘sociological philosophy’ and ‘philosophical sociology’,
he also proposes a straightforward ‘sociology of philosophy’, understood as yet ‘another area
of empirical sociology’ and, more specifically, as ‘a branch of the sociology of science, which
happens to take philosophers and their productions as a topic to study, in the same way that
sociologists have looked at bio-chemical laboratories or compared astronomers’ research
teams’ (ibid. p. 670).

Seventeen years later, and from the viewpoint of sociology, Collins suggests that
sociology and philosophy relate to each other in three ways: (1) genealogically, i.e., sociology
‘branched off from the lineages of philosophers’; (2) internally to sociology, i.e., ‘philosophical
issues’ such as epistemological, methodological and metaphysical debates, are often raised
both in ‘activist and analytical modes’; and (3) as a target of sociological inquiry, i.e., the
sociology of philosophy would ‘theorize on the social conditions under which intellectuals have
created philosophical topics and which shape what they think about them’. Moreover, he
contends that the sociology-philosophy nexus provides ‘many layers of reflexive
consciousness’ and speaks about ‘the hypermodern intellectual situation’ (R. Collins, 2005, p.
61).

Collins has been a patrticularly prolific sociologist of philosophy. His work has provided
telling insights into the many moments in the intellectual history of philosophy (see, R. Collins,
1981, 1987, 1989, 1992, 1998b). His wide-ranging approach was materialised in his massive
The Sociology of Philosophies. A Global Theory of Intellectual Change (1998a). In this book,
he follows the ambitious task of analysing the intellectual networks and interactions of 2700
philosophers throughout world history including, amongst others, the philosophy schools of
ancient Greece and the Hellenistic world, the legacy of Confucian disputes in China, the
competition between sages in India, and the rise of the Zen movement in Japan. Additionally,
he studies the intellectual networks of Modern Western philosophies such as German

idealism, British analytical philosophy, German phenomenology and French existentialism.
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The key to his analysis lies in his theory of interactions rituals. Linking the Durkheimian
and Goffmanian traditions, Collins appeals to ‘a global theory of the moral integration of an
entire society’ interpreted ‘in the spirit of symbolic interaction, ethnomethodology, social
constructionism, and sociology of emotions’ (R. Collins, 2004, p. xi). A kind of interaction rituals
are intellectual rituals, understood as Goffmanian interactions in which participants present
themselves and struggle to define a situation. Basically, these rituals have a Durkheimian
sense of sacredness and their content is the thoughts and arguments of the presenter. In
addition, Collins understands philosophical ideas as ‘intellectual sacred objects’ that are
sustained by the emotional energies provided by people gathering in lectures, conferences,

discussions and debates.

According to Collins, a special characteristic of intellectuals is their capacity to focus
their attention on a particular matter for a long period of time, achieving abstract levels of
distinction with language (Collins, 1998a, p. 26). In more detall, it is possible to understand
these intellectual rituals as having the following sequence: (1) Intellectuals come together for
the sake of serious talk. Therefore, they do not meet up to socialise nor to be practical, but to
attend to what they consider important; for example, to discuss the future of the university, to
discuss new readings of the problem of ‘modality’ in Kant’s work, or to attend the launch of a
re-edition of Descartes’ Discourse on Method. (2) When they gather, intellectuals focus their
attention for many minutes on the speech of one of the participants of the situation. This sets
the impossibility of having two or more people speaking concurrently without subverting the
ritual; for example, a scholar presenting a paper at a conference or somebody raising a
guestion at a seminar. (3) Within this discourse, the sacredness of old objects can be
recharged with attention or removed from them. The means that the speaker’s positive and
negative remarks fall on pre-existing concepts, arguments and preoccupations that they are
aware of; for example, a presenter demonstrating a new possible reading of Aristotle’s notion
of ‘accident’ in book six of his Metaphysics, or a speaker in a panel claiming that the argument
of his interlocutor has the problem of the ‘infinite regress’. (4) The speaker makes a proposal
that is related to what pre-exists. In this sense, new sacred objects are offered for
sanctification; for example, in the following argument: scholars have criticised author A in ways
X and Y, nevertheless, A could be better understood if read from Z viewpoint (see ibid. pp. 25-
28).

Intellectual rituals repeat throughout history with conflicts between intellectuals in
opposing schools of thought, establishing a process of interaction that seems to be a
necessary condition for the rise of creative ideas. According to Collins, such dynamic would

lead to a series of structural tendencies inside the field of philosophy. (1) The development of
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major philosophers has to be regarded as a construct of their intellectual descendants (ibid.
pp. 68, 79). This means that the philosophers remembered in history are those who are able
to transfer their knowledge and cultural capital through interaction rituals to later become
totemic figures informing the work of their disciples. (2) There is the law of the small numbers,
that is, the maximum number of active schools of thought in a generation (33 years) is between
three and six (ibid. p. 81). This empirical trend is due to the restrictions of plausible interest
space in the intellectual community at any point in time, which reduces the slots available for
attention.*® (3) Some philosophers are condemned to be remembered only as secondary or
minor, usually owing to a lack of originality and depth, unlike the ‘great’ philosophers. Their
typical fate is never to become a major concern for the work of future generations (Collins,
1988, p. 62). (4) Engaging philosophically with the work and concepts of other philosophers
inevitably leads to an ever-increasing level of abstraction of an active intellectual community.
This goes together with an increase in reflexivity, understood as the self-consciousness of the
intellectual operations facilitated by the intergenerational sequence of chains (Collins, 1998a,
pp. 787-788).

For Collins, these interactionist observations rapidly become a structuralist impetus for
ordering the grammar of connections and school legacies. Of course, much can be learned
from the encyclopaedic knowledge present in his long analyses. However, the main problem
in his work is that we lose track of the sentient people living the material experience of thinking
and relating to others while making philosophy. In fact, Collins argues that emotional energies
are an important causal psychological element of any intellectual enterprise; however, that
argument lacks evidence in his work. Moreover, all those who are not ‘major philosophers’ are
seen as unimportant. Such a decision, | would say, is symptomatic of the author’s obsession
with ‘prestige’ and ‘grand’ philosophy over the concrete experience of other practitioners
sustaining the field. As a result, and despite the spectacular complexity of his analyses,
Collins’ account ends up presenting us with a series of lifeless surnames trapped in diagrams

(see Figure 1, for philosophers in the UK).

% In a way, perhaps this tells us that what Foucault described as ‘a superficial, very Parisian
phenomenon’ is, actually, a widespread trend among intellectuals. In his words: ‘The feeling of "no
room," "him or me," "it's my turn now." We have to walk in line because of the extreme narrowness of
the place where one can listen and make oneself heard’ (Foucault, 1997, p. 324).
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Figure 1. Broader network relations between Philosophers and Logicians in the UK during the 19t
and 20" centuries. Source: Collins (199843, p. 711).

Figure 1, which reconstructs the network of philosophers and logicians in the 19" and 20™
centuries in the UK, is an example of the type of analyses presented in Collins’ work. Here,
based on the number of pages dedicated to them in books and encyclopaedias addressing
the history of philosophy, it is no surprise how Collins concludes that Ludwig Wittgenstein,
Bertrand Russell, Francis Herbert Bradley and John Stuart Mill hold key positions as major
philosophers, and that philosophers such as Moore, McTaggart, Ramsey and others were

secondary or minor thinkers. In addition, someone reading this complex diagram could, for
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instance, raise issues about the empty spaces next to the relations between major and
secondary philosophers.” Who is not mentioned? What are the expectations of all those who
do not even compete in this race for attention and recognition? What do the ‘un-mentioned’
do? Are they perhaps the flesh of this skeletal diagram? I think that it is important to consider
these issues, and take care, when doing sociological analysis of philosophers, not to include
only ‘major’ philosophers but also to take account some of some of the many other social
actors that in their daily work make up the field of philosophy generally. Also, because Collins
thinks that ‘we have no way of knowing who if anyone will be remembered as a major or
secondary figure’ (ibid. p. 782), he also disregards doing any study of what philosophers do in
the present. Is there any good reason for this? It does not seem so; instead, it seems that
Collins has an obsession with the intellectual greatness of individuals of the past. This said,
as Camic writes, this is a splendid piece of scholarship as it offers ‘so much to reckon with’,

including aspects ‘to extend, revise and, in some instances, reject’ (Camic, 2000, p. 96).

4. Studies in the making of intellectuals

A growing number of scholars concerned with the sociology of philosophy have become
increasingly interested in doing in-depth studies about philosophers and intellectuals,
understood as individuals embedded within their socio-historical conditions. Such studies
have to be regarded as applications or case studies of some of the sociological concerns
reviewed in the previous subsections. These are mostly empirical studies about the making of

historical intellectual figures in consideration of their broader or specific social context.

Gouldner’s Enter Plato: Classical Greece and the Origins of Social Theory (1966)
seems to be the earliest of these works. This title aims to ‘examine Plato as a case of a social
theorist’ (ibid. 170) to shed light on what it is that social theorists do and why they do it. To do
this, Gouldner looks at Plato as someone who works within the constraints and affordances of

his time to arrive at abstract solutions, such as his ‘theory of forms’, in a response to the wars

17 Perhaps the two types of philosophers — major and secondary — are unified by what Deleuze calls an
Empty Square. Such an element would be a ‘paradoxical object’ that participates in both series;
simultaneously ‘traversing them’, ‘moving with them’ and ‘without which nothing would move forward or
function’ (Deleuze, 2004, pp. 184, 186). Invisible readers, lost books, unknown students, the general
public — all of them could be the silent participants, the content, of what is shown as an empty space.
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and tensions of the Hellenistic society. After this work, a new avenue of sociological research
was open to explore. As Camic and Gross write:
By means of this kind of analysis, Enter Plato brings an (sic) historicist sociology of
ideas to life, opening up avenues of inquiry that have yet to be pursued. Successfully
problematizing the historical bases of the intersubjective and social-psychological
processes by which intellectual choices get made, the book invites sociologists of
ideas to shed, once and for all, their ahistorical claims about intellectual life and to
undertake studies of men and women of ideas in different times and places and of the

historically variable social processes by which their ideas emerge, develop, and
change

(Camic & Gross, 2002, p. 108)

Other than Randall Collins’ diagrammatic solo project, this field of enquiry remained mostly
silent for two decades. It was not until Michelé Lamont wrote a paper on how Derrida became
a dominant French philosopher that this silence was interrupted (Lamont, 1987). In the same
way as Gouldner, Lamont also aimed at speaking about a bigger social phenomenon by
looking at a specific author. She particularly looks at ‘the cultural, institutional, and social
conditions of interpretative theories by analysing the legitimation of Jacques Derrida’s work in
France and the United States’ (ibid. p. 585). The case is interesting because in following the
ways in which Derrida’s work got legitimised, she is able to examine how two distinct national
intellectual fields with different rules in their games have a positive appraisal of the same
author. She observes elements such as how ‘his writing style’ — sophisticated and obscure —
‘meet[s] the cultural requirements of the French intellectual milieu’ and how his ‘application of
deconstruction to classics [...] give[s] it prestige and contribute[s] to the theory’s potential for
intellectual diffusion’ (ibid. p. 591). Interestingly, she also notices that coming from the French
phenomenological discussions, ‘the intellectual operations and style typical of deconstruction
are in decided opposition to the ethos of analytic philosophy, which emphasizes precision,
clarity of language, and detailed argumentation’ (ibid. p. 613). Hence, his reception was limited
in philosophy departments in the USA, and the dissemination of his work in that country is
better explained by how elite places such as Yale’s literature department appreciated Derrida’s

‘high culture’ as well as the tools he offered to make a ‘criticism of science’ (ibid. p. 614).

Following this trend, other scholars including some outside sociology, have produced
detailed works about the making of important philosophers. For instance, the Jewish
intellectual historian Eugene Sheppard examines ‘the making of Leo Strauss as a Jewish
thinker and political philosopher’ having special consideration of his experience as a refugee:
‘between the Jewish and the philosophical, the ancient and the modern, Berlin and New York,
Strauss developed an intellectual project and distinctive hermeneutic remarkable for its

complexity and intrigue’ (Sheppard, 2006, p. 1). Another interesting case can be found in a
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study by the feminist theorist Toril Moi about the making of Simone de Beauvoir as an
intellectual woman. Moi examines Beauvoir's conviction that ‘there is no divorce between
philosophy and life’, and studies ‘her fiction, memoirs, personal writing (letters and diaries)
and philosophy’ (Moi, 2008, p. 2) to reconstruct the French intellectual landscape by means

of narrating the perils and lessons of one of its most recognised women.

More recently, two studies have broadened the spectrum of sociological works about
specific philosophers. On the one hand, Neil Gross documents Rorty’s ‘journey from being an
intellectually precocious adolescent in the schoolyards of rural New Jersey [to becoming] “the
most influential contemporary American philosopher,” as he was dubbed in a feature-length
profile in the New York Times Magazine in 1990’ (Gross, 2008, p. 5). In his book, and by
means of the figure of Rorty, Gross attempts to understand ‘some of the social processes that
intellectuals encounter and navigate as they develop their ideas’ (ibid.). On the other hand,
we can find Baert’s study on Sartre and the ‘existential moment’. He ‘focus[es] on the period,
in France, when Sartre rose from relative obscurity to public prominence’, i.e., ‘a short time
span, one in which not just Sartre, but also his philosophy caught the public imagination’
(Baert, 2015, p. 1). Baert is particularly interested in how in the mid-1940s, after the Nazi
occupation of France and the intellectual confrontation between collaborationists and the
resistance, ‘Sartre rearticulated his philosophical position to the situation at hand’, removing
technical language from his existentialist position whilst reframing ‘the experience of the war

in ways that helped to express and alleviate the trauma’ of the French society (ibid. p. 77).

Finally, 1 would like to point out that there is also some sociological literature on the
making of leading theorists and intellectuals in sociology, such as Talcott Parsons (Camic,
1992) and Charles Wright Mills (Aronowitz, 2012). Huebner’s study on George Herbert Mead
is a notable example. Huebner addresses the problem as follows: Mead did not write Mind,
Self and Society (whose publication is based on notes of the students attending his lectures)
and he was not a sociologist (he was mostly a philosopher and scientist); although he became
posthumously famous in that field. Thus, ‘Mead is known in a discipline in which he did not
teach for a book he did not write’ (Huebner, 2014, p. 3). This takes us back to issues related
to the boundaries between sociology and philosophy: Where are they? How were they
historically constructed? These are the questions that have to be answered whenever such

demarcation arises.

To sum up, seen as a whole, the abovementioned studies provide rich empirical
materials and theoretical discussions that have to be considered in future research in the field.
As well, the way they deal with biographical and anecdotal events with sociological trends has

been inspiring for this thesis. However, as works that have the intention of generalising the
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intellectual life of philosophers from in-depth observations of only one philosopher at the time,
these authors tend to fail on what William James calls a salto mortale (James, 1987, p. 900),
i.e., jumping to reach a distant object, usually on the other side of an abyss. In addition, there
seems to be a perpetuation of the sociological bias of focusing only on people who are already
famous, thus dismissing, making invisible, and neglecting the relevance of a wider range of
actors in the field. My own attempt is to attend to a broader range of practitioners, and to
include the voices of both famous and mostly unknown (and many times unnoticed)

practitioners.

Proposal: A Socio-ethnographic approach to philosophy

Here is the place to say that all the efforts coming from the sociology of philosophy must be
recognised as genuine and valuable attempts to understand either what philosophers do or
what the particularities are that make the domain of philosophy what it is. The proliferation of
sociological studies of this type has to be seen as an important achievement of human
intellectual labour producing and making sense of all sorts of theories and materials which
provide insights into the social tissue growing in and around the work of philosophers. In my
view, these four approaches have to be seen as empirical-theoretical layers that can be drawn
upon as critical resources when doing analyses of ethnographic observations, documents and

interviews concerning philosophy and philosophers.

Adding an ethnographic layer to the sociology of philosophy, as | attempt to do in this
thesis, will necessarily include documenting archives and texts produced by practitioners of
the discipline while concurrently looking at the communications between philosophers, their
interactions, the materials at their disposal (including texts), their narratives, life choices,
working conditions and dissemination of their work. In this regard, here | advance my previous
concern with Bruno Latour’s pragmatic realism and my attempt to understand human forms of
knowledge that are, simultaneously, ‘object-oriented’, ‘practical’ and ‘circulatory’ (see Salinas,
2013, 2016b). Realism here does not mean either a comprehensive review or an extensive
empirical enquiry; it means to follow events, materials, assemblages, and people, thinking
about what the enacted situations reveal about a particular realm of practice, in this case
philosophy. Again, here | do this considering the limits (and advantages) of my condition as a
curious traveller. I am not a native philosophy practitioner, therefore, there are many things
that escape my eye but others that | may be more likely to see than those practitioners

embedded in playing the game of philosophy. For many years | have been struck by Latour’s
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notion of ‘circulating reference’. This concept tells us that ‘reference is not simply the act of
pointing or a way of keeping, on the outside, some material guarantee for the truth of a
statement; rather it is our way of keeping something constant through a series of
transformations’ (Latour, 1999, p. 58). Of course, it is important to remind ourselves that Latour
made such observations in the context of scientific practice. This said, | strongly believe that
following the human labour involved in maintaining constant forms throughout changing
materialities is something applicable to other regimes, such as the philosophical one.
Therefore, | propose to follow practices related to philosophy together with the materials
produced by such practice. | want to see how the practice of philosophy constitutes a realm
where authors, researchers, teachers and students make their trajectories*® which further
involves thinking about the pragmatic processes encompassed in the encounters between
philosophy and what is regarded as not philosophy. For instance, policy texts, desks,

decorations or institutional brochures.

A ‘realist’ ethnographically-informed sociological account of philosophy must adopt a
position in relation to how the existing sociology of philosophy has studied the social conditions
of philosophy. | do not want to ‘reinvent the wheel’; my intention here is to complement the
current and past efforts of my colleagues by giving an ethnographical orientation to my
analyses. Keeping that in mind, | would like to present three challenging considerations to my

approach:

1. An ethnographic sociology of philosophy should be able to question the realm of

existing questions.

A lesson from philosophical sociology lies in the importance that questions have for both
philosophy and sociology. A challenge to overcome in this regard is the temptation of attending
only to what is recognised as ‘good’ philosophy. A more realistic conception of philosophy can
only be achieved if we also take the time to look at philosophy that is not valued as ‘good’, and
explore the set of practices that lead to some texts, authors, thoughts and statements being
considered as valuable while others are not. In this sense, a pressing issue is to find ways of
observing ‘big’ and ‘small’ questions in their context of production and query what has not

been asked when raising such questions. The purpose of doing so is to position the practice

18 In similar fashion to how others have observed the transformations of medical students throughout
their formal studies (Becker, Geer, Hughes, & Strauss, 1977).
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of philosophy in its broader cultural context and in relation to different practices of boundary-

making.

2. Ethnographic sociology of philosophy is committed to situating philosophy as part of

society and its mundane institutions.

As sociology of knowledge has shown since Mannheim, ideas and knowledge can be studied
as aspects of the construction of society. Thus, the scholarship interested in showing that
philosophy is indeed a social domain (where there is a place for social processes, the invention
of traditions, institutional constraints, among others) ends up finishing Marx’s proposal of
philosophy as being something that ‘must be inverted’ after putting it ‘on its head’ (Marx &
Engels, 1976, p. 103).” However, Marx’s suggestion has been taken up through armchair
classificatory distinctions by sociologists who still need to walk to the philosophy department
to observe the social life that mediates its inputs and outputs. In this regard, | would argue that
this literature has received only scant attention, and has not stimulated a more ethnographic
approach that can trace unexpected dynamics that can help create a livelier picture of
intellectual practice. For instance, a look at the REF impact agenda in philosophy reveals
important ways in which research and organisational practices within the discipline of

philosophy can be re-shaped by the intervention of external technologies (see Chapter 6).

3. The greatest challenge for the sociology of philosophy is its scale

Randall Collins’ obsession with ‘macro’ sociological trends is a tempting alternative, which |
attempt to resist. The same goes for its opposite, that is, the in-depth ‘micro’ studies of the
intellectual making of individuals. The ethnographic approach to the practice of philosophy
that | am pursuing here has to consider the macro and the micro, but from the viewpoint of the
concrete sites of practice and interaction that happens ‘in-between’, i.e., the space where
philosophers interact with each other and through the mediation of computers, curricula, texts,

tradition, and so on.

19 While | speak of philosophy, Marx was more precisely referring to dialectics. The head he refers to
was Hegel’s.
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Closing remarks: the socio-ethnographic strategy

Overall, a socio-ethnographic strategy for the study of philosophy allows us to navigate
throughout the blind spots of the sociological approaches outlined above while at the same
time recognising their achievements as well as using their resources. However, this research
is not only a form of archival practice, but it also has an interest in seeing the concrete
movement of the networks of materially-grounded practices containing the forms taken by
philosophy at present.

As regards philosophy, | would like to highlight two pieces of work that provide
ethnographic accounts with similar characteristics to what | intend to do. The first one is a
book chapter by Gross and Fleming (2011), who describe the processes undertaken by a
political philosopher of the USA during the preparation of a paper for an international academic
conference in France. Particularly interesting are the different types of materials that the
authors elicited from the philosopher they followed, who ‘agreed to be interviewed by [them]
multiple times, share copies of all communications relating to the paper he was writing, and
provide [them] with drafts showing its progression’ (ibid. p. 158). Additionally, the nature of the
elements they highlight through their research is notable. First, they considered the
biographical background that shows how the professor got involved in philosophy. Second,
they followed the paper preparation process since he applied to the conference until the
aftermath of such an experience. Third, they regarded his application as a strategy he followed
to pressure himself into writing and ordering his ideas with a fixed deadline in mind. Fourth,
and possibly more interestingly, they speculated on whether the social class background of
the presenter had anything to do or not with how the public at the conference received his
paper. In addition to this, the ethos of this small-scale research is close to what | propose to
do here. As they say, ‘if the history of science and technology studies serves as any guide,
attention to social practices should position sociologists of ideas and others to formulate more
robust and realistic accounts of the origins of social knowledge and of its circulation and
effects’ (ibid. p. 175).

Cheryl Gelsler’s excellent Academic Literacy and the Nature of Expertise. Reading,
Writing, and Knowing in Academic Philosophy (1994) is another study in this line of inquiry.
She argues that ‘the cultural movement of professionalization has used the technology of
literacy to sustain claims to professional privilege, creating a great divide between expert and

layperson’ (ibid. p. xiii). Interestingly, she compares reading and writing practices of
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newcomers and professional philosophers, pointing out the difference created by the set of
rhetorical apparatuses managed by the latter (ibid. p. 185ff). She even shows through a
historical comparison of the structure and contents of the writing strategies pursued by the
USA'’s philosophers William James (1842-1910) and Richard Bernstein (1932- ), that the
professionalisation of philosophy during the 20" century radically changed the relationship
between the writer and the general public. Old-style James ‘could not pass on this task to
others for he believed in the need to listen to the general public, to hear their judgement and
to understand their concerns’. Bernstein, however, does not show such concern as the
contemporary relationship between the academic and the general public is ‘one of production
and consumption’ and, in such circumstances, there is no need for ‘a direct interaction
between the academic community and the general public’ (ibid. p. 167). For Gelsler, these
cases depict that the gap separating philosophy experts and laypersons have extended over
time. These insights offer interesting possibilities for thinking about the doings of academic
philosophy. They also show the relevance of doing ethnography while simultaneously taking
into account texts produced by philosophers, and highlight relevant aspects of the history of

the discipline.

Finally, my view is that the use of ethnographic tools in the sociology of philosophy is
a necessary move before conjecture and speculation. When sociology is used to understand
only how some philosophers become famous and prestigious, it repeats the story of the
‘special’ outlier. This constantly obscures or erases the ordinary lives of the many people that
form the philosophical field, with their motivations, ambitions, disappointments, objects,
transitions, knowledge forms and ways of living their lives. Like Latour (1993), | aim to bring
back the associations of ‘hybrids’ to a reality denied by constant practices of purification. The

combination of sociology and ethnography can become a strong heuristic to do so.

Overview of the chapter

In this chapter | have proposed a socio-ethnographical approach to study philosophy. | started
by presenting the different sociological works concerned with the doings of philosophers and
the composition of the field of philosophy. | looked at how sociological research has tackled
the question of the doings of philosophy, highlighting four approaches: philosophical
sociology, sociological accounts of the philosophical domain, Randall Collins’ sociology of
philosophies, and in-depth studies concerned with the making of intellectuals. With this

literature as a backdrop, the proposed ethnographic approach looks at the in-site interactions
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between philosophers. It is also a call to attend to their narratives, life choices, working
conditions and the dissemination of the work of not only renowned, prestigious scholars, but
also of the many others constituting the field of philosophy. All in all, in this chapter | argue
that an ethnographical account of philosophy is a necessary move to know more about and

make sense of the reality of philosophy.
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CHAPTER 2

METAPHILOSOPHY AND CRISIS

Revealing what is social in philosophy

It has always been difficult for philosophy to define itself, to articulate its nature
and purpose, and to state its distinctive relation to other cultural practices.

Michael McCarthy (1990, p. xi)

The relevance of metaphilosophical texts

At the end of the previous chapter | alluded to the relevance of looking at the different types
of materials produced by philosophers. Amongst them, | would argue that texts are an
important and obvious practical material in the academic life of a philosopher because many
of the non-speaking tasks involved in their daily routines have to do with reading and writing
in different ways. These texts are the result of their daily practice and form a large body of
literature available to the public; the sole intent of reading it all would be a nhonsensical task in
terms of magnitude and complexity. Of course, not all these texts are crucial to achieving the
aims of this research. The use of an ethnographically informed sociology — one that attempts
to make sense of what philosophers do by observing their practice — can be justified if we
examine in-depth only those texts that have been written by philosophy practitioners to
understand themselves and their activity. In this regard, | will focus on some of the papers,
books and communications expressing the boundaries (or margins) that philosophers have
drawn around their discipline and on texts documenting their expectations about what

philosophy should or could be and in some cases what it should not.
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In this respect, | explore what contemporary philosophers call metaphilosophical texts.
As | show in this chapter, these texts account for a philosophy of philosophy,? that is, a more
reflexive type of philosophy that attempts to explain itself in the language of philosophy
(although it sometimes relies on a broader set of resources).?! This literature has to be
regarded for what it is: the product of concrete actions done by some of the practitioners of
philosophy; therefore, a material manifestation of their research and writing practices. | would

argue that, as such, these texts have intrinsic ethnographic value.?

| see texts as ethnographical materials in my research because the studied
practitioners are concerned with writing as the production of textual materials that they
recognise as ‘philosophical’ as well as with the circulation of said texts and those produced by
others. Moreover, | see the texts produced by philosophy practitioners as documents, because
they ‘provide a ready-made ground for experimentation with how to apprehend modernity
ethnographically’ (Riles, 2006, p. 2). In this regard, | believe that documenting these texts is
as valuable as gathering oral narratives and conducting direct observation of actions.

Many documents about a more reflexive type of philosophy of philosophy can be found
in all sort of physical and digital formats. For instance, and considering British resources only,

2 However, authors such as Timothy Williamson will stress the difference between a ‘philosophy of
philosophy’ and ‘metaphilosophy’, preferring the former term over the latter: ‘I also rejected the word
“metaphilosophy.” The philosophy of philosophy is automatically part of philosophy, just as the
philosophy of anything else is, whereas metaphilosophy sounds as though it might try to look down on
philosophy from above, or beyond’ (Williamson, 2007, p. ix). Unlike Williamson, | embrace the ambiguity
of the term metaphilosophy. As | show in this chapter, the tensions of the prefix meta, somewhere
between being about and beyond philosophy, is what allows the development of the sociological
aspects of philosophy. Such richness cannot be found; it is somehow covered by a perfectly tautological
philosophical project such as Williamson’s.

21 Sociologically speaking, their perspective resembles the systemic problem of ‘self-referential
systems’ and their creation of ‘self-descriptions’ (see Luhmann & Fuchs, 1988). Of course, a clear
difference between them is that metaphilosophers usually have an explicitly normative programme,
while straight-forward luhmannians would neglect being normative.

22 With this in mind, my attempt to move away from this has to be seen as an attempt to avoid the
limitations of looking at these texts through the light of ethnographies as text (Marcus & Cushman,
1982). Such a view is too concerned with the reflection on how an ethnographer produces his/her own
ethnographic text in the context of a spectrum of other texts manufactured with ethnographic aims in
mind. The problem of the latter is that ethnographers end up being more interested in the manufacture
of their own text than in the reading of the texts offered by the culture under study. This is the reason
why Bourdieu criticises the traditional observatory participation as being contradictory: the ethnologist
tends to ‘play the game as a game’ only because he or she wants to get out of it to ‘tell it’ [pour le
raconter] to other social scientists (Bourdieu, 1980, p. 57). Because of the significance that texts have
for philosophy practitioners, here | cannot a priori disregard the texts offered by the culture | am
studying.
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there are about 2,400 highly informative entries about authors, institutions, departments,
problems and figures included in the four volumes of The Continuum Encyclopedia of British
Philosophy (2006)* in addition to other sources such as the handy Keywords by Raymond
Williams (1976). In addition, there are several introductory books to philosophy that, with their
pedagogical-disciplinary aims, contain the re-statement of the conventions and conflicts of
philosophy practitioners who seek to invite newcomers to what, allegedly, are the problems of
philosophy (to mention a few, Baggini & Fosl, 2003; Double, 1999; Garvey & Stangroom, 2012;
Grayling, 1998; Nagel, 1987; Philosophy Panel, 2000).

As | show below, there are many types of metaphilosophical writing, that is, texts with
different aims in mind and which offer distinct forms of metaphilosophical value. Here, | believe
three manifestations of metaphilosophy (philosophical utterances, autobiographies and intra-
sociological accounts) can lead us to understand better what is social in philosophy. Seen as
a whole, they may be conceived as powerful tools to address the problem of philosophical
self-delusion, i.e., the inherited belief, overcome by many philosophers but still persistent in
the field, about philosophical problems being more important than those suggested by other
knowledges. But more concretely, for philosophy, they can provide us of the means to evade
the illusions that are prevalent in any social game (football, chess, philosophy, science,
religion, politics, engineering, etc.). In this | am following Bourdieu (1990, p. 66), who
conceives ‘illusio in the sense of investment in the game and the outcome, interest in the
game, commitment to the presuppositions [...] of the game’. In other words, | am claiming that
certain metaphilosophical manifestations coming from within philosophy enable us to think
further about the structuration of the field of philosophy in ways that many times go unnoticed

or are deliberately ignored by the actors invested in playing the game of philosophy.

Philosophical utterances, autobiographies and intra-sociological accounts are all
interesting metaphilosophical manifestations in the sense of adding new layers of complexity
to philosophy. Respectively, they can show the variety of tasks conceivable for philosophy,
explain a philosopher through the lens of a life within philosophy, or criticise some of the
persisting sociological states of affairs affecting the discipline. By studying these dimensions,

it is possible to identify some problems of philosophy that are not only philosophical.

Before going any further, | would like to discuss one pressing issue. It is crucial to

understand more clearly what the metaphilosophical problem is. Thus, it is necessary to

23 A crucial material informing many aspects of Chapter 3.
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explore the origins of the term, as well as the disagreements and tensions that it has created
between philosophy practitioners. Following this, | focus on the core aspect of this chapter: a
characterisation of certain types of metaphilosophical texts. Interestingly, the study of these
documents reveals the various sociological aspects emerging from observing philosophy as
practised by philosophers. In addition, an important challenge here is to make sense of the
reach and plausibility of a ‘metaphilosophical crisis’ that, according to some authors, is
currently affecting contemporary philosophy. After this, | conclude with a discussion of how
metaphilosophy can help us reveal some of the sociological aspects lying at the heart of

philosophy.

What is metaphilosophy?

In a one-page long contribution at the end of the first edition of the journal Metaphilosophy,
Morris Lazerowits claims to have coined the term ‘Metaphilosophy’ in 1940. In his note, he
presents this notion as the ‘investigation of the nature of philosophy, with the central aim of
arriving at a satisfactory explanation of the absence of uncontested philosophical claims and
arguments’ (Lazerowitz, 1970, p. 91). In other words, for Lazerowitz, metaphilosophy is an
area in which it is possible to inquire about the disagreements of philosophers in relation to
what philosophy is. In Lazerowitz’s formulation, this takes the form of a normative challenge
for philosophers: ‘the need to improve our understanding of philosophy, what it is and how it
works, can no longer be in question for philosophers who are serious about their subject’
(ibid.). For Lazerowitz, the seriousness of philosophy was at stake; he challenged
philosophers to improve their understanding of what they did. A few years later, he continued
such metaphilosophical work when he wrote the following:

Metaphilosophy is the investigation of philosophical utterances, with the special aim

of reaching a satisfactory understanding of what in their nature permits the intractable

disagreements which invariably attach to them. To an onlooker the disagreements

might well appear to have built-in undecidability, and the assurance of philosophers
who espouse rival positions to be nothing more than a delusive state of mind.

(Lazerowitz, 1977, p. 1, the emphasis is mine)

Thus, for Lazerowitz, a metaphilosophical inquiry is the study of the statements made about
what philosophy is (its utterances). He is particularly concerned with what makes these
utterances prevent philosophers from agreeing with regards to their most basic concerns.
Interestingly, this version of Lazerowitz’s account of metaphilosophy includes some

preoccupation about how an outsider is likely to see the matter: for him or her, philosophers
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would disagree on basic propositions and value distinct positions because they are ‘in a
delusive state of mind’. But are they? Also, who is this imaginary observer? Is such a diagnosis

widely shared throughout society?

The challenge posed by Lazerowitz seems to be quite straightforward and | would
argue that it may be presented in the form of three questions: (1) What is philosophy? (2) Why
do philosophers disagree about what philosophy is? And, (3) what are the consequences of
such disagreement? This programmatic version of metaphilosophy is not, however, an
uncontested conceptualisation of metaphilosophy. To a certain extent, the disagreement
about what metaphilosophy is gives rise to interesting meta-metaphilosophical remarks. As
stressed by Reese (1990, p. 28), the prefix meta in the word ‘metaphilosophy’ makes this area
of inquiry be understood either as a project ‘about’ or ‘beyond’ philosophy. In this sense, some
authors suggest that the metaphilosophical discourse can be used to explain what philosophy
is able to ‘accomplish’ (as Double, 1996, p. 19ff); others, inspired by Wittgenstein’s attempt to
dissolve philosophical problems, see it as a way to ‘overcome’ philosophy (as would be the
case of Lazerowitz program, according to R. S. Cohen & Wartofsky, 1977, p. vii). This lack of
basic agreement seems to give more richness to metaphilosophy: if we cannot agree on the
meta of philosophy, this is then a place where it is possible to raise philosophical concerns

about how to question philosophy.

At present, this still seems to be the case. Forty-three years after Lazerowitz’s note in
the journal Metaphilosophy, a group of authors highlighted the lack of expansion of the field
of metaphilosophy when presenting the by-then only introductory book of this subject. For
them, this lay in the ‘neglect’ of thinking, by philosophers, about ‘what they are doing when
they are doing it’ (Overgaard, Gilbert, & Burwood, 2013, pp. 4-5). Moreover, such ‘neglect’
seems to be closely related to a sense of ‘embarrassment’ on behalf of practitioners of the
discipline in relation to the question ‘What is philosophy?’ as this implies that they ‘do not
know’ what the answer to this is (ibid. p. 3). Furthermore, this question is likely to arise when
a philosopher attempts to communicate what they do to people who have no familiarity with
their discipline. This is what is humorously described in the following imaginary scene:

the professional philosopher meets a stranger at a party and in response to the

question “so what do you do?”, she replies, and the stranger, momentarily

emboldened and otherwise at a loss for anything to say, asks, “so what’s the meaning

of life then?”. At this point a little nervous giggling is followed by the philosopher’s

anxious attempt to either change the subject as quickly as possible or to explain with

an embarrassed smile that the academic study of philosophy is not really about such
things.

(Critchley, 2001, p. 3)
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The situation above illustrates that philosophy appears to be a grey area to both the
philosopher and others, which also highlights the importance of reiterating the
metaphilosophical question: what is philosophy? Such a question is in itself a philosophical
one and, owing to the fact that ‘philosophers often disagree in what it is that makes them so’
(Overgaard, Gilbert, & Burwood, 2013, p. 4), there seems to be no way of justifying any kind
of definitive and uncontested answer to it. However, from the viewpoint of a curious traveller,
it is possible to explore some cases in the plethora of answers to what philosophy is and
navigate the places to which they lead us. Hopefully, and different to what Lazerowitz thinks
about non-philosophers, | will encounter much more than just a collection of practitioners in a

‘delusive state of mind’.

A characterisation of metaphilosophical materials

Metaphilosophy can be conceptualised as a discourse ‘about’ or ‘beyond’ philosophy. In both
circumstances — as a reference to philosophy or as attempting rupture — it needs to materialise
its metaphilosophical condition. Metaphilosophical research uses pre-existing texts that say
something about what philosophers do and think about, while, at the same time, they
themselves are producers of new materials that document the observations of people doing
metaphilosophy. Here | need to clarify that what | call metaphilosophical materials refers to
any kind of materials produced with an aspect of the philosophical field in mind and that
indicates something about the doings of philosophers. As | noted earlier, the usual form of
metaphilosophical materials is the text; however, other kinds of devices holding
metaphilosophical value, such as formulas, codes, statues, memorials, images and so on,

also fall within this rubric.

Let me suggest a logical beginning from which we might inquire into metaphilosophical
materials while exploring their sociological potential. Emulating certain aspects of the logic
followed by Hegel in his Philosophy of Right (2001),%* | would like to start from an abstract and

undetermined aspect of metaphilosophy, one which is usually referred to by philosophers as

24 Despite the fact that | am aware that, as shown by Derrida, the whole of the project of Hegel's
Philosophy of Right can be read with a more critical eye with the help of specific metaphilosophical texts
(a letter and a report), revealing some of his more personal and conservative interests in relation to the
State, Pedagogy and the University Curriculum (see Derrida, 2002).
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metaphilosophy, i.e., utterances about what philosophy is and does. As it was for Hegel, my
aim is not to stay at that level of abstraction, but to exceed it by moving down through a
gradient of abstraction in order to address the elements accounting for the concrete
realisations of philosophy in social life. In so doing, | find autobiographies and intra-philosophy
sociological accounts as holding metaphilosophical value. As | show in this section, the three
kinds of metaphilosophical texts | would like to account for here, i.e., utterances,
autobiographies and intra-sociological accounts, say something interesting about what

philosophers do in relation to philosophy.

However, before going into the specific kinds of metaphilosophical texts, | would just
like to mention that these do not encompass all the existing metaphilosophical materials at
our disposal. The necessarily incomplete list below shows us the existence of many other

metaphilosophical materials:

= Book collections

= Book covers

= Booklets

= Brochures from philosophy departments

= Documents from philosophy assessment panels
= E-mails related to philosophy written by philosophers
= Correspondence between philosophers

= Minutes from meetings between philosophers

= Personal libraries

= Philosophy blogs

= Philosophy conference programmes

» Philosophy encyclopaedias

= Philosophy guides

= Philosophy introductory textbooks

» Philosophy section of a university library

= Statistics produced about philosophers

= Study spaces

= Syllabus from philosophy modules

= Webpages from philosophy organizations

Whilst | will go back to only some of the materials in this list later in the chapters to follow, they
all have explanatory potential for future research. Next, | go through a very specific collection
of metaphilosophical texts: philosophical utterances, autobiographies and intra-philosophy

sociological accounts.
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1. Philosophical utterances

Philosophical Utterances are texts written by philosophy practitioners about the boundaries,
categories, concepts and aims that delimitate what philosophy is and how it should be
practised. In this sense, philosophers regularly refer to ‘metaphilosophical programs’, ‘his [or
her] metaphilosophy’, ‘metaphilosophical theories’ or ‘metaphilosophical strategies’ (see these
uses, for instance, in McCarthy, 1990, pp. 32, 104, 105, 141). Definitions such as these usually
have strong normative content as they provide orientations as regards how philosophy could
be practised better in the future; these texts say something about how philosophy should be
carried out or what it could be of it if done ‘correctly’. Below | present different attempts by
thinkers who may personally regard themselves as professional philosophers (or not) and who

offer indications about philosophy in the sense described above.?

The German philosopher Michael Hampe distinguishes two types of philosophy, the
‘doctrinal’ and the ‘nondoctrinal’. For him, the former is ‘close to the explanatory sciences and,
in the ideal case, establishes new programs of explanation’; the latter, on the other hand,
‘frequently transitions into belles lettres’ and ‘ideally thinks about and criticizes circumstances
that exist in the world behind successful explanatory projects’ (Hampe, 2018, p. xi). Bernard
Williams, an analytic philosopher with humanist sensibilities, highlights another aspect. For
him, the aim of philosophy is ‘offering arguments and expressing oneself clearly’ (B. Williams,
2006, p. 180). William Charlton, in his books on the ambitions of analytic philosophy, claims
that ‘philosophy is the systematic applying [sic] of the resources of a civilization to the deepest
problems that engage the human intellect’ (Charlton, 1991, p. 1) while Simon Critchley, a
continentally-driven philosopher, sees in philosophy the ‘attempts to unify or at least move
closer together questions of knowledge and wisdom, of philosophical truth and existential
meaning’ (Critchley, 2001, p. 9). This brief overview shows five different versions of what the
task of philosophy is: ‘explaining’, ‘critique of what is hidden’, ‘offering arguments and clarity’,
‘systematic application of resources’ and ‘attempts at unifying different kinds of questions.’ |

would like to continue developing this list as we proceed.

For the logician Graham Priest, and expanding on what Hampe sees as a non-doctrinal
view, ‘philosophy is precisely that subject where anything can be challenged and criticized’

(Priest, 2006, p. 203). Such is also the case in Theodor Adorno’s critical theory. Differentiating

25 More utterances and even philosophers laughing or remaining silent when confronted by the question
‘What is philosophy?’ can be found in Edmonds & Warburton (2010, pp. Xiii—xxiv).
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himself from the depiction of philosophy by ‘positivist’ Anglo-Speaking analytic philosophers
and the ‘ontological’ German phenomenologists, Adorno argues that ‘philosophy must
dissolve the semblance of the obvious as well as the semblance of the obscure’ (Adorno,
2005, p. 12). He further posits that amidst a ‘delusional system of reality’, the only kind of
philosophy that is still necessary is the one that understands itself ‘as critique, as resistance
to the expanding heteronomy, even if only as thought's powerless attempt to remain its own
master’ (ibid. p. 10).

In What is Philosophy? (1994), French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
present a view of philosophy that is neither contemplation, reflection nor communication. Not
contemplation, since if that were the case ‘things themselves’ would be the creators ‘of their
own concepts’; not reflection suggests that ‘nobody needs philosophy to reflect on anything’;*
and not communications, suggests that philosophy aims to create concepts rather than
‘consensus’ (ibid. p. 6). Confronting such views, they conceive philosophy as the discipline
whose objective is to ‘create concepts that are always new’ (ibid. p. 5). Such concepts, which
are not ‘discursive formations’ nor ‘propositions’ (ibid. p. 22), relate to the task of extracting

‘an event from things and being’, and ‘to always give them a new event’ (ibid. p. 33).

In an interview, the historian of systems of thought Michel Foucault says that
philosophy should be about ‘the displacement and transformation of the frameworks of
thinking’, ‘a way of reflecting on our relationship to truth’ and ‘a way of interrogating ourselves’
(Foucault, 1997, p. 327). In brief, Foucault sees philosophy as an examination of the
historically specific conditions and possibilities creating the knowledge distinctions between
what is true and false as well as a way of questioning our own relationship with such
contingency. Additionally, in The Uses of Pleasure he declares that for him the essay ‘is the
living substance of philosophy’. However, this would only be the case ‘if we assume that
philosophy is what it was in times past, i.e., an “ascesis,” askésis, an exercise of oneself in
the activity of thought’ (Foucault, 1990, p. 8).

A similar issue is raised by the phenomenologist Peter Sloterdijk when he discusses

the notion of askésis to argue against what he calls the ‘romantic loser’, i.e., those who follow

26 Or as put by Arendt, in a lucid way: ‘All the metaphysical questions that philosophy took as its special
topics arise out of ordinary common-sense experiences; “reason’s need” — the quest for meaning that
prompts men to ask them — is in no way different from men’s need to tell the story of some happening
they witnessed, or to write poems about it. In all such reflecting activities men move outside the world
of appearances and use a language filled with abstract words which, of course, had long been part and
parcel of everyday speech before they became the special currency of philosophy’ (Arendt, 1981, p.
78).
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the Socratic conviction that ‘philosophical life is to die philosophically’ (Sloterdijk, 2012, p. 42).
Evoking ‘how Greek athletes defined their training’, he presents philosophy as ‘the life of
practice’, by which he means the mixed domain that ‘seems contemplative without
relinquishing characteristics of activity and active without losing the contemplative
perspective’, in addition to being a theoretical-practical hybrid that can be related to practices

such as ‘exercise’, getting ‘into shape’, fithess’, among others (ibid. p. 6).

Only by introducing some additional authors and the views that they embrace or
criticise, our list of tasks for philosophy has grown considerably: ‘ascesis’, ‘attempts at unifying
different kinds of questions’, ‘communication’, ‘contemplation’, ‘creation of concepts’, ‘critique
and resistance to heteronomy’, ‘critique of what is hidden’, ‘displacement and transformation’,
‘essay’, ‘exercise of oneself’, ‘explaining’, ‘reflection’, ‘systematic application of resources’,
‘offering arguments and clarity’, ‘potentially challenge and criticize everything’, ‘the life of
practice’, ‘the obscure’, ‘the obvious’ and ‘to die philosophically’. Such a list of commitments
and possibilities for philosophy will certainly continue expanding if we add more authors’
views.?” However, the list | have provided thus far is enough to make my case: philosophy has
several conflicting practical, normative and functional accounts of itself. Of course, which of
these accounts prevails and is most widely accepted at any given moment will be contingent
upon the dispositions towards them in distinct cultural settings and in personal taste.?® On their
own, most of these utterances are incomplete for the purposes of my thesis. They treat the
aims of philosophy in narrow and somewhat idealised ways.* This can certainly be regarded
as a relevant factum about how philosophers account for themselves and their practice.
However, the fact that these depictions — wittingly or unwittingly — neglect the social medium
of philosophy, reduces them to being only one of the many elements to consider when
studying what philosophers do when they do philosophy.

27 But we must learn when to stop! On the impossibility of making a definitive listing of any social
phenomena, see my review of Susen’s The ‘Postmodern Turn’ in the Social Sciences (2015), in Salinas
(2016a).

28 Hence why, for instance, | gave more space to think through Deleuze, Guattari, Foucault and
Sloterdijk’s proposals than to others in this section. It is difficult to escape the deep biases and stylistic
appreciations derived from our own educational experiences. Also, | do not want to hide them.

29 Even the idea that philosophers are idealists is probably nothing more than a generalised idealisation
repeated through generations. For instance, in this claim: ‘So the philosopher is, at heart, an idealist.
Where there is wisdom, there is foolishness. But without apparent foolishness, there can be no wisdon’
(Lyons, 2018, p. 22).
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In this sense, | would suggest that a metaphilosophical enquiry is incomplete if it relies
only on abstract accounts to answer questions such as ‘what is philosophy?’.3° There are
many other experiential and social levels that need to be explored in order to depict a more
realistic picture of philosophy. Returning to an aspect | mentioned in the introduction, what is
crucial for me is to avoid the kind of problems that can be seen in works such as Maddy’s
recent What do Philosophers do? Skepticism and the Practice of Philosophy (2017). This
book, whose title can be said to be misleading, offers an abstract account of philosophical
methods rather than a depiction of the actual doings of philosophers.?' My criticism of Maddy’s
work highlights the need to consider the issue of writing in abstract terms and out of context.
A challenge for my own research is precisely to avoid this temptation, which can undermine
the development of a more realistic depiction of philosophers’ practice in the social world. On
the contrary, it is important to identify the social themes and tensions as they are reflected in
the daily lives of some people inhabiting and reflecting, from within, on the psychosocial world

of philosophy.

2. Philosopher’s autobiographical texts

The second group of metaphilosophical texts | would like to explore are philosopher’s
autobiographical texts. In broader terms, these are texts written in the first person by
practitioners of the discipline. The style of these texts is usually less conceptual than the
literature looking to define the tasks of philosophy as they dig deeper into much more personal
areas of their lives as philosophers. The temporality of philosopher’s autobiographies is the
past: through these writings, it is possible to find assemblages of memories in which the
authors seem interested in connecting their thoughts when writing with what they have read,
the way they see themselves, their experiences with philosophy (academic or not), and

narratives about their origin. Anecdotes, interactions, subjective impressions about people,

30 As put by Norrie (2018, p. 647): ‘there is no prospect of philosophical practitioners reaching a
consensual answer to the metaphilosophical question, as eminent philosophers put forward
incompatible definitions and show few signs of moving towards a consensus’.

31 Instead of an exciting description of the actual practice — or doings — of philosophers, the book
addresses ‘an investigation of the arguments for radical scepticism about our knowledge of the external
world’ and ‘an examination of the merits and interrelations of various ways of doing philosophy’ (Maddy,
2017, p. ix). In sum, the title is misleading for the sociologist of philosophy because it is an account of
the epistemology of the mind that also happens to have some interest in the assessment of the methods
allegedly used by practitioners of philosophy, but not an interest in the practice itself.

61



things and conceptions circulate through the pages of this kind of literature. As such, the
philosophical autobiography depicts the world in the first person. In this sense, each
autobiography can be thought of as a ‘historical and cultural record of the “I”’ (Saito, 2009, p.
265).

This becomes salient when reading the way some philosophy practitioners criticise
how mainstream philosophy tends to dismiss autobiographical accounts. For instance: ‘For a
long time now a wedge has been driven between autobiography and philosophy.
Autobiographical remarks are dismissed as merely personal remarks in philosophical
discussion. By implication, a philosophical remark offers a sharp contrast; it is thought to be
universal, objective, grounded’ (Szabados, 1995, p. 63). However, and especially considering
the fact that ‘contemporary philosophical writing is largely impersonal and technical in style’
(Mathien & Wright, 2006, p. 1), | subscribe to the idea that autobiographical accounts by
philosophers reveal a series of elements about philosophy that cannot be found in formalised
texts. As put by Mathien & Wright:

Even autobiographical passages that are more concerned with the broad social and

cultural milieu of the writer can aid interpreters of the author's work. These will reveal

patterns of friendship and hostility among writers, show which historical events are

salient to the thinker and reveal facts that make allusive passages in the writer’s other

works clear. What is more, the concerns and obsessions that come through in such

works reflect on the character of the writer. Collingwood sets forth his respectful

rejection of the old Oxonian milieu and his hostility to fascism. De Beauvoir reveals

that she found Simone Weil intimidating. Facts such as these are data for the serious
scholar, and not only data about the autobiographer.

(ibid. p. 5)

However, | would argue that this type of resource is not only important for the scholar
interested in interpreting or reconstructing an author’s work, it is also useful for all those who
are curious about understanding better what the business of philosophy is. In this sense, this
literary genre offers broader depictions of the social praxis of philosophy than those relying
solely on a view centred on tasks or functions. These texts thus offer a wider notion of the
practitioner of philosophy: ‘the author-subject of autobiographical texts is a self-conscious,
social, gendered individual, not an isolated soul or a will trapped within a mechanistic body’
(Wright, 2006, p. 14).

Without a doubt, philosophers’ autobiographies can be considered metaphilosophical
materials. This is so because they narrate, from the viewpoint of the philosopher, a story of
what a life in which philosophy has an important role is about. Of course, these biographies
have the potential of shedding light on what philosophy is as a practice, in contrast with more
‘human’ biographies, that reduce the view of philosophers to one of ‘geniuses’ typically found
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in non-autobiographical texts written by third parties (for instance, Adorno the “last” genius, in
Claussen, 2008; Rousseau the “restless” genius, in Damrosch, 2005; Wittgenstein the genius
with a “duty”, in Monk, 1991).

However, when looking at philosophical autobiographies we also need to be cautious
about some of the limits of this specific genre. For instance, Shlomit Schuster sees
‘philosophical autobiographies as documents typically providing two kinds of information: how
philosophical thought processes influence the praxis of the philosopher, and how life situations
influence philosophical thought processes’ (Schuster, 2003, p. 5). If this is correct, which | do
believe to be the case in many autobiographies, we would have to accept that there exists a
distinction between the nature of thinking and the praxis of living and, moreover, that their only
relations are of causality. But this is problematic. If the autobiographies of philosophers trace
such a distinction, it is then likely that this just reproduces an inherited self-image that sees
the philosophical mind at odds with the world, as if there were a clear-cut distinction between
the context of discovery and context of justification.?* Of course, the resistance to these
categories may be informative itself. However, if one assumes that philosophy is overall a type
of praxis, then thinking, living and doing are so attached to and intertwined with one another

that it is better to get rid of any categorical distinction between them.

In spite of the above, and obviously considering that some autobiographies can be
published as neat, exaggerated, or carefully selected texts about the self, | believe that
autobiographies are nonetheless relevant materials to observe how philosophers account for
what they do and what surrounds them. My interest in philosophical autobiographies comes
from my times as a university lecturer back in Chile, where | was responsible for a module on
the ‘Epistemology of the Social Sciences’ offered to BA students doing sociology. It was a 12-
week module where | tried to introduce to my students the knowledge debates of both
philosophy and sociology. | can still remember a particular student who used to miss many of
my lessons but had interesting questions and participated actively in our debates when he did
attend. A couple of times he told me that he was experiencing a difficult moment in his life and
that, in spite of this, he really enjoyed the module. Unfortunately, he did not attend the final
exam and failed as a result. To my surprise, some weeks later he knocked at my office. In

spite of failing the module, he seemed happy when he gave me an old copy of Rousseau’s

32 Nevertheless, the contrary can be said just by pointing out how usual are the references to day-to-
day practices such as writing and reading in these accounts. Sometimes they even show philosophers
amid publishers, time constrains, university conditions, family life, among others.
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The Confessions (1995) as a present. When | asked him why he was giving me that book, he
said he had really enjoyed the module regardless of his results to then add: ‘when | found this
book about this philosopher talking about his life | kept on thinking that you, who are always

talking about philosophy, would appreciate reading it’. | valued his gesture; he was right.

Through Rousseau’s writing in the first person, | discovered the existence of a
fascinating literature relating many aspects of the psychosocial world and culture supporting
intellectual life. This interest grew stronger as | began the PhD of which this thesis is the result.
I read many autobiographies written by British philosophers together with some
autobiographical notes written by educational philosophers (Just to mention a few, Ayer, 1977;
Barnett, 2015; Magee, 1997; McGinn, 2002; G. Rose, 2011; Russell, 1967; Suissa, 2006). In
all of these, philosophy is shown as interwoven with a heterogeneous array of elements such
as rock bands, university life, religion, cancer, high class, middle class and working-class
families, sports, childhood experiences, and so on. Many of these accounts also provide telling
insights into the idiosyncrasies of the intellectual elites of Oxbridge, specially from the 1960s
onwards. Of course, the elite environment from where many of them speak and the fact that
all these philosophers were people who succeeded in their field, says much about the limits
of what | have found. Such accounts, some of which | will return to later — especially in chapter
4 — must be complemented with empirical narrations encompassing other universities and the
situation of people who do not speak from privileged positions in the field. This

notwithstanding, these are interesting sources to take into consideration.

3. Philosophy’s intra-sociological accounts

Some literature and initiatives led by philosophers would differ from the primary aims of
metaphilosophy. Rather than being interested in conceptual tasks for philosophy or in the
philosohers’ own descriptions of philosophy, these texts look at the sociological conditions of
philosophy as experienced by its practitioners. In other words, these works contribute to either
producing a cartography or to fostering collective projects that address the situation of
philosophy in the real social world, taking into account human relationships, social inequalities,
professional challenges, disputes, and critiques of some of the practices naturalised by the
discipline. In temporal terms, these metaphilosophical materials do not signal the past nor the
future. With Arendt, it is possible to situate them in a timeline that is ‘broken in the middle’, ‘in
the gap between past and future’, i.e., a ‘standpoint [that] is not the present as we usually
understand it but rather a gap in time’ (Arendt, 1961, p. 11). In other words, it could be said
that the temporality of these intra-sociological accounts of philosophy is the shattering
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experience that occurs when the promise of the future and the stability of the past are broken,
i.e., when they become ‘a tangible reality and perplexity for all’, and therefore, ‘a fact of political

relevance’ (ibid. p. 14).

In philosophy, this relates to experiences of exclusion or to the impossibility of being
taken seriously when addressing certain philosophical perspectives in institutional settings.
Indeed, there are many practitioners of philosophy who have negative feelings towards
narrow-minded views of the discipline. One of them is Elizabeth Brake who, reflecting on the
obstacles to ‘philosophical progress’, highlights the restrictions, communication, and
gatekeeping problems currently existing in the dominant views of Anglophone philosophy:

the view of philosophy reflected in the dominant understanding of progress is

unnecessarily restrictive and obscures the progress — and the contributions —
philosophy does make. Questions beyond the “core” matter equally — and recognizing

this might not only help with the marketing problem, but help the discipline claim the

progress that has been made and, furthermore, improve the quality of philosophical

research. Reducing gate-keeping will, I will suggest, improve philosophical reasoning

— which is surely conducive to progress. Philosophical progress is tied to how we
understand philosophy itself and to philosophy as a profession.

(Brake, 2017, p. 26)

In Brake’s view, there is a need for the discipline of philosophy to use ‘new philosophical
devices’ and to have ‘greater openness [...] to methodological diversity and diversity in topics’
(ibid. p. 45). For her, it looks as if philosophy, as it is currently practised, is not very open to
elements outside the commonly legitimised practice. The problem is that it excludes many
practitioners, especially from minority groups coming from experiences that may be distant
from that of the white, male, Anglo-Saxon philosopher. For instance, and again in the English-
speaking context, Verena Erlenbusch develops an interesting taxonomy of the foreigner in
philosophy that brings to the fore a series of injustices and exclusions affecting many
practitioners: (1) those who work in a language other than their mother tongue (‘linguistic’
foreigners); (2) those who live and work in a country that is not their own (‘material’ foreigners);
(3) those who occupy marginal places in the profession, for instance, for having studied at a
less prestigious university (‘cultural’ foreigners); and (4) those whose work is not in line with
the norms of justification of professional philosophy (‘epistemic’ foreigners) (Erlenbusch,
2018). In line with this, Kristie Dotson recognises the existence of a culture of justification as
something limiting the diversity of professional philosophy:

In what follows, | gesture to a dynamic that is, in part, responsible for the relatively few

numbers of diverse peoples in professional philosophy. | highlight that the environment

of professional philosophy manifests symptoms of a culture of justification, i.e. a culture

that privileges legitimation according to presumed commonly-held, univocally relevant
justifying norms, which serves to amplify already existing practices of exceptionalism and
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senses of incongruence within the profession. Ultimately, | claim that the environment of
professional philosophy, particularly in the U.S., bears symptoms of a culture of
justification, which creates a difficult working environment for many diverse practitioners.

(Dotson, 2013, p. 6)

All of these arguments highlight the importance of philosophers being aware of their
surroundings: ‘it is impossible, now more than ever’, said Derrida in his present, ‘to dissociate
the work we do, within one discipline or several, from a reflection on the political and
institutional conditions of our work’ (Derrida, 1983, p. 3). For instance, the programme of Field
Philosophy in the USA constantly complains about the philosophical community ignoring ‘the
institutional setting that philosophy has occupied since the creation of the modern research
university’ (Frodeman & Briggle, 2016, p. 1) and proposes studying its problems and trying
new ways of relating philosophy to what lies outside the academy. Indeed, the institutional
side of things is also something very interesting when studied as a practice. As with political
issues, when philosophy becomes interested in these matters, it can become very
sociological. Another example of this can be seen in a Master of Arts dissertation submitted
to the Department of Philosophy at Queen’s University in Canada where the candidate
proposed, as | do here, a sociological understanding of philosophical knowledge and practice.
His case study of a departmental colloquium, which he sees less as an educational event and
more as a site of intellectual conflict, was taken by practitioners as an opportunity that came

prior to the publication of a text to increase their intellectual status and capital (Doucet, 2003).

| would argue that approaches such as the ones addressed here take the form of
sociological reflexivity coming from practical accounts to metaphilosophy. This is more directly
articulated by Bob Plant, who considers ‘that social-institutional factors play an important,
albeit often neglected, role in the formation, development, and sustenance of individual
philosophers and the sub-communities to which they belong’ (Plant, 2017, p. 15). For him, this
takes the form of a challenge for philosophers who want to better understand what philosophy
is: ‘broadly sociological considerations ought to figure more prominently in metaphilosophical
inquiry’ (ibid.). In his discussion, not only should sociological elements be considered by
metaphilosophical work, but also ‘biographical, psychological, and historical determinants [...]
‘because we cannot assume that the question “What is philosophy?” must be answered in the

abstract before it can be answered in the concrete’ (ibid. p. 16). While | agree with his view, |
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would also argue that these psychosocial and historical variables can be much more abstract

than what they might seem at first sight.*

Philosophy and crisis

If we consider that metaphilosophical texts can take forms other than philosophical utterances,
a Pandora’s Box is opened. A number of psychological uncertainties and sociological conflicts
come out of it to depict a more complex picture of the realm of philosophy. As | suggested in
the previous chapter, philosophy is not only philosophy but a whole assembly of
heterogeneous materials that are given philosophical content by the historically and spatially
situated practices of its practitioners. When seen from this broader perspective, philosophers
have much less control over how philosophy is defined than when working in their abstract

laboratory of words.*

Metaphilosophy is the art of worrying about philosophy, i.e., the craft of being open to
the ways of expressing something about or beyond philosophy. Therefore, for an
ethnographically-oriented sociology of philosophy, metaphilosophy’s materiality has to be
conceived as a datum over preoccupations that are not only philosophical, but also part of the

broader aspects of philosophers’ lives. It can thus be said that they work as a record of the

33 Searching for the semantic traces of the early meanings of the word abstraction in dictionaries, it is
possible to find that the English noun “abstraction” has its roots in the Latin verb abstrahere, which
means to “draw away” something (“Abstraction,” 2006, p. 7). In this sense, abstraction is associated
with removing something from one location and re-locating it in another. However, as Heidegger well
observed, there are various cases where the pre-philosophical and pre-logical components of the
spoken expressiveness of Ancient Greek gets lost when just relying on the Latin logics of a word
(Heidegger, 2010, p. 8165). The Greek root of this expression is even more powerful as kAo [klope],
related to kAémrw [klepto]; it literally means ‘theft’ (Woodhouse, 2010, p. 4). The latter meaning adds
violence to the action of drawing away something, as the act of displacing is excecuted by something
that forces the distance between an original location and the new placement of the object of concern.
This displacement is a common experience in contemporary social life and not a special characteristic
of a philosophical or intellectual realm. My point is that abstractions cannot be considered either purely
eidetic or totally concrete. Their nature is like that of electrons as it is impossible to fix them in only one
position. | understand abstractions as a pragmatic flow separating entities, both material and conceptual
alike. The process of abstraction can be seen as making a channel connecting what was present and
what seems absent.

34 As put by Hampe: ‘It is true, to be sure, that one also has experiences with philosophical texts and
concepts. But philosophy does not produce its philosophically relevant experiences by itself in the form
of constructed laboratory experiences’ (Hampe, 2018, p. 32).
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forces that, now and then, overwhelm practitioners of the discipline. To illustrate these
uncertainties more thoroughly, in this section | refer to accounts that in the last few decades

have referred to an alleged crisis of philosophy.

| understand a crisis as a wound in the social tissue, one ‘challenging the consistency
of institutional arrangements and intelligibility of things’ as well as a moment ‘revealing some
kind of truth about the world that we are not completely aware of yet’ (Cordero, 2017, p. 15).
In philosophy, crises are moments where identity is at stake and, therefore, questions
regarding what philosophy is and what the “I” that practices philosophy is supposed to do
become important. Furthermore, crises discourses are sites in which to explore beyond the
biases of day-to-day philosophical discourse and unravel the existence of sociological

concepts working at the heart of philosophy.

From an ethnographic viewpoint, crises seem to be an opportunity wherein it is
possible to see the traces left by metaphilosophical texts voicing something about the truth of
philosophy. In what follows, | would like to take the discourse of ‘crisis’ as an example of
metaphilosophical instances that expose how philosophy cannot escape society even if it tries;
these crises are moments revealing aspects of what is social in philosophy. Searching for
evidence of this, | explore different accounts by philosophers about this matter. As | will
attempt to show, all of the four points of view that follow — no matter how different are — are

indicative of sociological concepts in operation within philosophy.

1. Philosophical crisis as a product of a deep disagreement

In the Anglo-speaking world, the persistent disagreement concerning ultimate answers to the
guestion of what philosophy is and what it should do has led to a very specific kind of diagnosis
of the state of affairs of the discipline. Such a view suggests that there is a crisis in philosophy
produced by trench warfare between two intellectual groups which see each other’s projects
as nonsensical. For instance, in 1989, the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the editors of an
edited volume on The Institution of Philosophy argued that the discipline was being affected
by ‘profound disagreement at all levels’, so big that there was not even agreement as to

whether the discipline was going through a crisis or not.3®> Under such circumstances, they

35 Hence why the subtitle of the volume is the question A Discipline in Crisis? instead of the affirmation
A Discipline in Crisis. At that moment, the field was divided between practitioners seeing the situation
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added: ‘it seems that philosophy cannot be anything but self-reflective and self-searching; its
self-questioning cannot be other than truly metaphilosophical’ (Avner Cohen & Dascal, 1989,
p. xiii). Following this view, a philosophical crisis would be an opportunity for metaphilosophical
reflection. This would be so because it foregrounds the question of what philosophy is. In this
sense, philosophical crises are circumstances where the sense of uneasiness allegedly felt
by professional philosophers when having to account for what do they do is bracketed.

However, for such a possibility to arise, an intellectual challenge has to emerge (see
R. Collins, 1998a). In the particular case of the crisis depicted in The Institution of Philosophy,
the reflective discussions held between professional (analytical) philosophers were fostered
by the ‘rise of postmodernism’ and a ‘pluralistic revolt’ against ‘clubby practices by which
leadership roles were distributed among professors in leading departments of philosophy’
(McCumber, 2012, p. 1). This makes sense when taking into account that the volume was
published exactly a decade after the publication of books such as Lyotard’s La Condition
Postmoderne (1979) and, perhaps more crucial for the Anglo-speaking debate, Rorty’s
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979). The impact and reception of the radical content
of these books were still a major concern for philosophers ten years later. Furthermore, as Jay
Mandt argued in the same collection, monistic analytical philosophers ‘have failed to produce
authoritative standards for judging philosophical work’ because ‘philosophical practice is
inherently pluralistic’ and, therefore, ‘a single authoritative evaluation of philosophical merit’ is

not enough to account for such plurality (Mandt, 1989, p. 100).

More than three decades have elapsed since this so-called crisis, and philosophy
continues. However, distinctions such as postmodern/modern, analytical/continental,
monistic/pluralistic, inter alia, constantly remind us that there is a fracture at the heart of
contemporary philosophy. In spite of this, these major divisions have not significantly
undermined the field nor made the people on either side of the distinction abandon their
philosophical projects. Each side has ‘allies’ in the publishing industries, their specific
audiences and, overall, a medium that fosters their productivity. Notwithstanding, my point is
that this disagreement in philosophy is something that can be understood sociologically: is
about the social relations amongst individuals having unlike philosophical sensibilities and a

common desire to differentiate from each other (see Ranciére, 1999). The sense of crisis is

as ‘merely one more metamorphosis within the tradition’ and those considering it as ‘a massive breaking
away from that tradition’ (Avner Cohen & Dascal, 1989, p. xiii).
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felt in the ontological uncertainties that these divisions produce in practitioners working in a

discipline fissured from the inside.

2. Philosophical crisis as a product of separation

A second sense of the notion of crisis inside philosophy responds to a broader sociological
phenomenon that follows from disagreement amongst philosophers. Moreover, as | elaborate
below, there is a perspective that claims that an important problem seems to be the separation
experienced by practitioners of philosophy. This notion of crisis reflects neither the tensions
between ways of conceiving the form, content and style of philosophy nor those between the
intellectual challenges and antagonistic ways of conceiving the discipline. It rather reflects a
broader social problem supposedly affecting many areas of philosophy. Recovering the Greek
notion of crisis as ‘separation’,*®* John McCumber argues that philosophy is in crisis because

of several simultaneous divisions:

(1) Separation from culture: many philosophers are more concerned with being
‘interesting to themselves and each other’ and, therefore, keener to disconnect from
other cultural concerns in society;

(2) Separation between philosophers: the divide between analytical and continental
philosophers and especially between ‘specialities’, as also happening with many other
disciplines, narrows the philosophers’ mindsets, and leads them to ‘disregard the work
of anyone outside their own microspecialty’;

(3) Separation from philosophy itself: ‘contemporary philosophers do not care about good
work that is being done even in their own fields, unless the work is done by people in
their own (Anglophone) milieu — which means that they do not really care about those
fields at all’ (McCumber, 2012, pp. 4-6).

According to McCumber, these three separations account for a major crisis in philosophy as
they are problems present on various fronts concurrently. Overall, they depict a version of
philosophy where many things seem to be disarticulated, without common elements bringing
philosophers together. This resembles Marx’s notion of alienation, where workers are
separated ‘from their productive activity’, from ‘the product of their labour’, ‘from their fellow

workers’ and ‘from their own human potential’ (Ritzer, 2011, pp. 54-56). McCumber would

36 According to McCumber, there is an older sense of the term crisis that is ‘connected with the root
meaning of the associated Greek verb krinG—which means to separate or divide’ (2012, p. 4).
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probably agree that at least some of the Marxian senses of the worker's alienation would be

affecting philosophers.

Other authors tend to dramatise this view suggesting longer lists of aspects creating a
sense of crisis in philosophy, further arguing that ‘philosophy is in ruins’ (Bunge, 2001, p.
224).%” However, such extreme views can be easily contested in light of a large body of books
and journals as well as departments, scholars and acts of resistance that today advocate for
philosophy. Returning to McCumber’s notion of separation, | suggest that it offers a hypothesis
that invites us to reflect on contemporary social problems, that also affect philosophy — in later
chapters | will show that this resonates with what happens in certain philosophical contexts of
practice. But my point is the following: something social is revealed through this notion of
separation each time philosophers are disconnected from considerations about their own

profession and/or human relations.

3. ‘Metaphilosophical crisis’ as a by-product of a ‘neoliberal university crisis’

Assuming philosophy is currently going through a metaphilosophical crisis, it can be said that
the ‘meta’ not only refers to ‘about’ philosophy internally, but also to ‘beyond’ philosophy, that
is, as something disturbing the institutional setting where philosophy is practised. Trakakis
(2015) takes the latter view. For him, a metaphilosophical crisis has emerged at universities
as the result of their transformation into corporations by an audit neoliberal culture that reduces
value to ‘calculations of wealth and productivity’ (p. 293). The problem for Trakakis is that this
would be something ‘overlooked by the profession’ of philosophy, raising an important number

of questions:

What type of philosophy will it be possible to pursue in a university setting? What
connection will academic philosophers have with the rich legacy bequeathed to them
by the luminaries of the past? Philosophy, like anything else, is shaped to a large
degree by the social and historical forces in which it is situated; but given the nature
of these forces in our times, what was described earlier as “neoliberalism,” and the

37 Mixing sound and picky arguments, Bunge claims that philosophy is ‘in ruins’ and is in a desperate
need of ‘rational reconstruction’ after suffering from a catastrophic crisis involving ten ailments: (1)
excessive professionalization, (2) confusion between philosophising and chronicling, (3) mistaking
obscurity with profundity, (4) obsession with language, (5) idealism, (6) exaggerated attention to
miniproblems and fashionable academic games, (7) insubstantial formalism and formless
insubstantiality, (8) fragmentarism and aphorism, (9) detachment from the intellectual engines of
modern civilization and (10) living in the Ivory Tower (Bunge, 2001, pp. 215-220, 224).
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university sector’s capitulation to them, can philosophers working within this sector
continue to produce work of a genuine philosophical nature?

(ibid. p. 296)
Here | do not attempt to discuss whether there is a ‘genuine philosophical nature’ somewhere
beyond academia.® However, as happening in all of HE, much of what philosophers do inside
universities can be seen as responding to productivity expectations set by others (REF, TEF,
etc.), that is, as fabrications aiming to adapt to policy pressures (Ball, 2003, p. 224).* In this
sense, the crisis could be understood as an effect of participating of a system increasingly
colonising many aspects of professional autonomy. In addition, the current system of
productivity creates competition between peers as well as separation between those ‘who
support and promote it, and even more who silently acquiesce, not wishing to place their
careers and finances at risk’ and those looking for ways to confront or resist it (Trakakis, 2005,
p. 295; see Chapters 4 and 5 for fuller discussions). If there is a metaphilosophical crisis going
on, it is surely the case that the profound changes lived by universities in the last few decades
also affect some aspects of the doings of philosophy practitioners. A more radical version of
this view even suggests that inside universities the ‘traditional professional culture of open
intellectual enquiry and debate has been replaced with an institutional stress on performativity’
(Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 313). To consider this ‘replacement’ as total is probably an
exaggeration. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that, similar to other academics, professional
philosophers experience, as a product of neoliberal reforms inside the system of HE, crisis

and change in their working environments.

4. There is no crisis in philosophy, only the sacred/profane distinction

Stephen Norrie offers a totally different view on this matter. Confronting the diagnosis of a
‘metaphilosophical crisis’, he claims that ‘in practice we speak of philosophy in a fairly
unproblematic and stable way, in order to refer to a particular, administratively organised
“subject,” to be learned in school or university, and the activities associated with it' (Norrie,
2018, p. 649). The day-to-day reliance on the word ‘philosophy’ and the expectation of

institutional bodies organising it could be considered arguments in favour of such a view.

% A thoughtful reflection on ‘philosophy as a work on oneself’ can be found in Fermandois (2018).

3% More specifically, fabrications are a response to the imposition of disciplinary performativity: ‘a cynical
compliance inherent in making up responses to performativity’ (Ball, 2003, p. 224).
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Furthermore, the routine activities constituting the discipline of philosophy are uncontested
even though they work under certain presuppositions regarding what is philosophical and what
is not:

Not only do the activities that constitute this discipline (holding a seminar, giving a

lecture, organising a library section, and the like) seem to presuppose an ability to

make judgements of relevance, to distinguish the philosophical from the non-

philosophical, but they are generally conducted in a routine fashion, without

pronounced confusion or disagreement — indeed, philosophers are notably disinclined
to question them.

(ibid.)
In spite of the existence of a crisis in philosophy, Norrie argues, philosophers routinely work
within an ‘unarticulated’, ‘underlying and implicitly agreed criterion for identification’, i.e., a rule
of recognition (ibid. p. 650). Such a rule relies on a particular ‘mode of problematisation’, one
constantly obstructing the metaphilosophical answer to the question of what philosophy is. For
Norrie, the reliance is on an implicit yet ‘general claim to apriority’ consisting in (1) interrupting
a given concern or activity, and (2) ‘posing a more abstract problem, which is claimed to be of
prior significance’. This is what the author refers to as ‘metacritical questions’. The emergence
of these claims is a common philosophical practice consisting of always pointing to something
more fundamental that should be addressed prior to whatever it is the case (ibid. pp. 654-
655).

The political problem resulting from this ‘general claim to apriority’ is that philosophers
use it as the ‘demarcatory power to define the boundary between philosophical practice and
its cultural environment’ (ibid. p. 655). In this regard, philosophy can be ‘defined by the
establishment of a division’, one ‘comparable to that between the sacred and profane, between
an apriori inquiry and all other intelligent activities, which are postponed until its completion’
(ibid.). From this it follows that the self-sacralization of philosophy through constant
prioritisation of itself would result in a shared bias amongst philosophers: for them, philosophy
is a more relevant business than any other human activity because it comes first. Furthermore,
this could be construed as an element hindering the link between philosophy and society in
the sense that philosophy struggles for the priority of abstract conceptual knowledge and sees
an address to society and its problems as a secondary task. In sum, even if Norrie were right
when asserting that there is no crisis in philosophy, the absence of crisis itself reveals a
sociological aspect working inside philosophy. At least part of day-to-day philosophical
practice supposes the distinction between the sacred and the profane which Durkheim (1995)

recognised as the basic way of knowledge production in society and that, according to
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contemporary sociologists of knowledge, still has an important role in framing the knowledge

hierarchies of intellectual communities (Bloor, 1991; R. Collins, 1998a).

Closing remarks: ethnography and metaphilosophical materials

I will return to the aspects of the questions raised by the alleged crisis of philosophy in the
following chapters. Here, rather than making any rushed judgement on these different
diagnoses of crises in contemporary philosophy, | would like to highlight that at least four
sociological concepts were attained through these metaphilosophical discussions regarding
the idea of crisis. The category of crisis led us to problems which are deeply rooted in social
interactions: disagreement, separation (alienation), the neoliberal university and the distinction
sacred/profane. What all these concepts have in common is that they reveal themselves after
examining the concept of crisis found in metaphilosophical materials and, in a sense, they are
an expression of profound metaphilosophical concerns to which the discipline of philosophy is

subjected.

We have now seen in more detail why metaphilosophical materials are valuable tools
to understand different aspects of the practice of philosophy. If in the previous chapter |
showed that there is plenty of philosophy going on in sociology, here | hope to have
demonstrated that concurrently there is much sociology going on inside philosophy. These are
the two sides of the same coin — a coin that has to be carefully examined to make sure that it

is not a double-sided coin, like those used by magicians to trick us.

As someone not totally immersed in the discussion and game of philosophy, there are
some advantages in reading metaphilosophical materials for me. For instance, the advice
offered in introductory books can be seen in new ways from the viewpoint of a pseudo-
foreigner with a critical eye. Usually, this kind of literature gives the reader, or to be more
precise, the ideal reader — who is normally a first-year philosophy student or an aspiring
philosopher — some guidance about how to engage in the study of philosophy. This is the case
of the following invitation, written in one of these books after a heading For the Student: Doing
Philosophy:

Your attempt to develop your own thoughts — to “do” philosophy as well as to read

what others have done —is central to any study of philosophy. Philosophy, more than

any other field, is not so much a subject as it is a way of thinking, one that can be

appreciated fully only by joining in.
(Solomon, 2001, p. xi)
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This statement suggests that philosophy is a particular ‘way of thinking’ that can only be
‘appreciated fully’ — as a totality or coherent whole — if one participates in the game of
philosophy.*° This is surely good advice for someone interested in ‘doing’ philosophy for
themselves: it is clear that they should try to develop their own thoughts as well as learn from
others. However, when reading Solomon’s advice, it is possible to see an explicit association
between membership (‘joining in’) and valuing the field (a ‘full appreciation’). Here | would like
to caution that, there is more than meets the eye. Thus, | follow Luhmann’s consideration of
‘the observer’s blind spot’, i.e., ‘the distinction that is operatively used in observation but not
observed’ (Luhmann, 2002, p. 190). To be more precise, philosophy is affected by the same
blind spots as any other human activity: philosophers cannot see the totality of the
philosophical activity just by doing philosophy; their particular blind spot is what they do not
see when looking at their activity and their peers’. Therefore, the relevance of observing what

they observe when ignoring the blind spot of their observations.

Considering the above, the reading of metaphilosophical materials by a sociologist of
knowledge with ethnographic sensitivities and situated on the borderline of philosophy, i.e.,
someone who is not a professional philosopher (not fully inside nor outside, but aware of my
own blind spots*!), can offer novel interpretations about the practice of philosophy. | consider
that this adds realism to the description of philosophical activities in the sense that it creates
a site for identifying some issues, tensions and practices that are not immediately transparent
to many philosophers or that they do see but deem unworthy of in-depth examination. Such
work is metaphilosophical in both directions as shown in Reese’s account: it is about
philosophy (a sociology of philosophy) and, also, a way of trying to go beyond it (because it

keeps being a sociology).

This research is metaphilosophical because it refers to philosophy while speaking from
sociology — therefore, somewhere outside the rules of the standard game of philosophy, but
deeply interested in understanding and making sense of what is going on there. In the next

chapters, | approach this subject matter from a sociological ethnographic stance. | will combine

40 Here the philosopher echoes Bourdieu (mentioned at the start of this chapter), for whom ‘there is no
action [...] without investment in a game [un jeu] and in what it is at stake [enjeu], illusio, commitment’
(Bourdieu, 1980, p. 85, note 30). | explore this issue further in Chapter 4, when looking at trajectories
of people who decided to enter the knowledge territory of philosophy in the UK.

41| refer to knowing that | do not know something. For instance, | am aware that my peripherical position
as non-philosopher and non-native English speaker excludes from having any chance of participating
or knowing about many key meetings in the field in contrast, for instance, to central UK philosophy
institutional figures such as Robert Stern or Barry Smith.
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a range of metaphilosophical materials with some traditional methodologies coming from the
social sciences (observation, document analysis, interviews, statistics, etc.) to identify themes
and tensions as they are reflected in the daily lives of some of the people inhabiting and
reflecting on the practice of philosophy. The effort to do so, which again should not be taken
to be a comprehensive review of the practice of philosophy or a representative empirical
survey, is what | think should be at the basis of a realistic description of the practice of
contemporary philosophers in the UK. In my view, a first necessary step in this direction is to
provide a temporal-genealogical overview from which to address the problem of the

‘professionalisation of philosophy’. | do so in the next chapter.

Overview of the chapter

This chapter highlighted the relevance of metaphilosophical materials for an ethnographically
informed sociology of philosophy. | have attempted to show that metaphilosophy is a reflective
type of philosophy, one which generates materials about philosophy as well as beyond
philosophy. Metaphilosophical materials can be said to be texts (or other types of materials)
which indicate something about the philosophical field. Although they can take multiple forms,
here | focus on three of them showing that philosophy can express itself in different registers
within a gradient of abstraction: as utterance, as autobiography and as intra-sociological
accounts. The last two are metaphilosophical materials that reveal many social problems that
an enquiry relying only on philosophical utterances is likely to neglect. To test the idea that
metaphilosophy can help us highlight social aspects of philosophy, | explore some
contemporary conceptions about philosophy being in crisis. A brief revision of heterogenous
metaphilosophical positions expressing diagnoses of crises reveals problems which are
deeply rooted in social interactions: disagreement, separation (alienation), the neoliberal
university and the distinction sacred/profane. Considering that there is a point were
metaphilosophy meets with sociology, | propose an ethnographically informed sociology of
philosophy with arguments, questions and concerns to fuel, from a borderline position, the

possibilities of research into what philosophers do.

76



CHAPTER 3

PROFESSIONALISATION AND SUSPICION
A socio-historical outline of philosophy in the UK (19" Century — 1970s)

In my own view, professional philosophy has not done too well. It is in urgent need
of an apologia pro vita sua — of a defence of its existence. | even feel that the fact
that I am a professional philosopher myself establishes a serious case against me:
| feel it as an accusation. | must plead guilty, and offer, like Socrates, my apology.

Karl Popper (1986, p. 199)

Suspicion towards the professional philosopher

The development of an academic discipline seems to have striking similarities with the
enclosure of the Commons that took place in England between the 17" and 18" centuries
before the Industrial Revolution, and with the aim of increasing productivity in the land. As
Polanyi writes, this followed a formula of ‘improvement at the price of dislocation’ (Polanyi,
2001, p. 36). Similarly, the rationalisation of the knowledge territory of an ‘academic tribe’ — to
use the metaphor by Becher and Trowler (2001, p. xiv) — seems to involve the creation of
boundaries that displace epistemologies, practices and people considered to be neither useful
nor attuned to the logic of that specific process of rationalisation. Additionally, personal
rivalries, the search for advantages, scholarly disputes, and the like, create other
displacements that tend to be associated with this ‘boundary-work’ in many ways. As | suggest
in this chapter, philosophy in the UK experienced a series of events with such effects during
the end of the 19" Century and the first three quarters of the 20™, resulting in the development

of its self-identity as a specific profession.
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However, thinking of philosophy as a profession is something odd. For instance, as
philosopher Simon Blackburn argues, the big themes of philosophy (knowledge, reason, truth
and so) ‘are not the hidden preserve of specialists’; ‘they are things that men and women
wonder about naturally’ (Blackburn, 1999, p. 1). If this is so, it is difficult to understand what
the specificity of philosophy is, as it is practised by people who hold recognised credentials
and work inside philosophy university departments. At the same, rhetorical claims such as
Blackburn’s statements about the universal relevance of philosophy, can be mobilised to justify
a professional dedication to problems that may not be of any interest to other people.
Therefore, this also raises questions about how the boundaries of such a ‘philosophical

profession’ have been historically constructed.

The extension of the problem seems to be wider than that of a specific culture — as a
phantom following philosophy whenever it takes strong institutional forms. Professional
academic philosophy appears to be a source of suspicion. In places as distant from each other
as Germany and Chile,* it is possible to find situations in which critical scholars who work with
philosophy criticise the gatekeepers of the discipline of philosophy, using the word ‘profession’
as a derogatory term to describe them. To illustrate this, below | show how Hannah Arendt

and Patricio Marchant struggled with this issue.

As stated above, | see in Hannah Arendt the first example of this suspicion. In 1964,
at the beginning of an interview for the TV programme Zur Person, after being introduced by
Gulnter Gaus as a philosopher, Arendt claimed: ‘I don’t belong to the circle of philosophers.
My profession, if one can speak of it at all, is political theory. | neither feel like a philosopher
nor do | believe I've been accepted in the circle of philosophers’ (Arendt, in Arendt & Gaus,
1964). Arendt’s reluctance to being considered a philosopher and her admission that she does
not participate in their specialised circles makes sense given that at the time very few women
were “accepted” in the circle of philosophers; but also this reflects something in her own work
in as much as she seems much more interested in how actors come together in social life than
in what she characterises as the stillness of philosophical life. This becomes obvious in the
ironic depiction that she makes of philosophers in The Life of the Mind (1981), or as she calls

them — following Kant — ‘professional thinkers’.**

42 But, of course, not only there. Different kinds of complicated processes and declarations have been
documented regarding the professionals of philosophy in diverse local realities such as the Argentinean
(Dominguez, 2018), the Italian (Tripodu, 2016) and the Nigerian (Agada & Marshall, 2018).

4 Arendt refers to a passage in the Critique of Pure Reason, in which Kant blames ‘professional
thinkers’ for not being capable of distinguishing between ‘two elements of our cognition, one which is in
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She describes philosophers from the pre-Socratics to Heideggerian phenomenology
as people ‘specializing in what was supposedly the highest activity human beings could attain
to’ (Arendt, 1981, p. 13). Unfortunately, one of the ‘great temptations’ of specialising would be
the ‘bracketing of reality’ that produces a ‘difficult tribe to deal with’ as they have ‘no urge to
appear in the world of appearances’ (ibid. pp. 157, 167). Arendt criticises professional thinkers
for being ‘inclined to claim the right of regulating all other activities’ because of their ‘total
devotedness to the thinking activity’ (Taminiaux, 1997, p. 21). According to Arendt, this would
create the intramural warfare separating the philosopher’s ‘thinking ego’ from ‘common sense’
(Arendt, 1981, p. 81) — which she and others such as Dewey (Hildebrand, 2018) — attempt to

overcome.

Patricio Marchant, a Chilean deconstructivist philosopher who wrote his major work
during Pinochet’s brutal dictatorship in the 1980s, was also suspicious of professional
philosophers. His suspicion takes the form of a critical obsession with one successful local
philosopher, Roberto Torretti. Marchant’s attitude towards his fellow countryman philosopher
is clearly seen in his book Sobre Arboles y Madres [About Trees and Mothers], where he
criticises Torretti’'s work on Kant’'s Critique of Pure Reason.*. In Marchant’'s words, ‘for our
disgrace [Torretti wrote] a piece of work that, for its strictness, for its conceptual device, for its
expositive clearness, for the breath of its bibliographic reference, constitutes the most
important philosophical product of Chilean universities in this century’ (Marchant, 2009, p. 113;
my translation). Marchant’s critique of Torretti lies in how Torretti's ‘decision to study Kant's
philosophy as a specialist constitutes his idea of university work’ (ibid. p. 120; my translation).

In this sense, for Marchant, it was a tragedy that a specialised philosophy of this kind was

our power completely a priori’ and one that ‘can be derived only from experience a posteriori’ (Kant,
1998, B871). His criticism of these thinkers is even clearer a few paragraphs later, where he is
concerned with the wide range of metaphilosophical utterances that arise as a consequence of keeping
these forms of knowledge indistinct: ‘Thus it has been the case until now that since philosophers
themselves erred in the development of the idea of their science, its elaboration could have no
determinate end and no secure guideline, and philosophers, with such arbitrarily designed projects,
ignorant of the path they had to take, and always disputing among themselves about the discoveries
that each would like to have made on his own, have brought their science into contempt first among
others and finally even among themselves’ (ibid. B 872). Perhaps, today, the problem seems to be quite
the contrary: after believing in this Kantian credo for so long, many philosophers who think that there
are possibilities for progress in philosophy are afraid of losing their a priori distinction and return to an
age of categorical indistinction for the task of philosophy.

4 The book is Manuel Kant. Estudio sobre los fundamentos de la filosofia critica (1967). A mix between
praise and critique of Marchant’s reading of this book can be found in Garrido (2000).
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what was being valued as relevant academic work by Chilean philosophers of the time
(Marchant’s book was originally published in 1984).

Marchant continued attacking Torretti’s writing: ‘if his book constitutes, without a doubt,
a masterpiece of university writing [it, therefore] constitutes itself in being a philosophically
sterile work’ (ibid. p. 121; my translation). Marchant believes that Torretti’s book represents a
form of philosophy that is confined to academic work only and does not seek to see or engage
with anything outside itself. Marchant concludes with the following formulation: ‘Torretti’s book,
a university text from the acknowledgements until its last line, is a book requested by the

University and dedicated to the University, a book about the University, love of the University.

Decision: The University, the sole reality’ (ibid. p. 121; my translation, underlined in the
original). Consequently, it can be said that such an enterprise is sterile because it becomes a
project that disregards Chile’s immediate cultural and political reality and what Marchant
considers to be its most important production: its poetry (see Sabrovsky, 2019, p. 146ff for

details on Marchant’s project of “poetic translation”).

Both Arendt and Marchant put forward, in different registers and levels, a critique of
professional philosophers informed by narrow, protective and idealised views of the practice
of philosophy, in other words, an understanding of philosophy as a special or superior realm.
Resembling Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, Arendt and Marchant behave as masters of
suspicion because they ‘contest [a] representation of the sacred’ and recognise its ‘truth as
lying’ (Ricoeur, 1970, pp. 32-33). In Arendt’s claims, the intramural warfare separating
‘professional philosophers’ from the rest emerges as the tragedy of such activity. For
Marchant, what makes this worse is when it expresses the commitments of an enclosed
culture, that is complicit with conservative values and is willing to celebrate itself with little
consideration of the environment — as happening to Chilean philosophy during the second half
of the 20" century (see Jaksic, 1989). In Arendt and Marchant’s views, the ‘specialist’ in

philosophy is a creature that must be treated with suspicion.

We could continue looking for differences and similarities between Arendt’'s and
Marchant’s views of academic philosophy; however, as the former makes a general critique
of philosophy and the latter a very specific one, | will not pursue this. Moreover, as | outlined
in the two previous chapters, | intend to develop a more realistic depiction of philosophy, which
considers the tensions and boundary-making that philosophers inform and perform. More than
relying on the account of one author or another, | consider that this can be more properly
approached by looking at many philosophical activities as they are articulated in a particular
cultural form and as present in metaphilosophical materials, speech and other observable

resources. In my view, a historical exploration into the developments and struggles in the
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name of ‘professionalisation’ can give us some insight into the structuration of the field of

academic philosophy in the specific context of the UK.

Relying on genealogy, | attempt to tell a story of philosophy that asks questions about
‘discontinuity’ and rejects ‘indefinite teleologies’ (see Foucault, 1998, p. 370; Shiner, 1982, p.
387). Using a variety of historical and encyclopaedic resources | examine some of the
institutions, concepts and technologies put forward by a diverse group of UK residents
interested in abstract philosophical knowledge during the last decades of the 19" Century and
the first three-quarters of the 20th Century. Through this, | explore how philosophy became a
profession during this period. Keeping in mind the discussion about suspicion articulated
before, | then look at the critiques of ‘professional philosophy’ by the Radical Philosophy
Group, a group of philosophers that came to the scene during the 1970s. Hopefully, this focus
in institutional development and its tensions can be seen as a complement to more traditional
history of philosophical idea, schools and authors (for instance, Copleston, 1994). As well, the
historical data considered here enables some theoretical reflections on how practices of
expansion, monopolisation and protection of autonomy inform what can be conceived as
boundary-work. Considering genealogical and critical aspects | will then be in a better position
to make a detailed account of the contemporary situation of philosophy in the UK from Chapter

4 onwards.

Becoming a profession

Nowadays philosophy is a career option. For a prospective student, it may sound like
something difficult to achieve, very competitive and requiring an overwhelming amount of
work. But it is a fact of social life that there are people who hold contracts in universities to do
philosophy and that a young person, regardless of how plausible or implausible it is to attain
such a post, may be willing to follow a path leading to a position in which they research and
teach philosophy. Today it is given as an a priori of socialisation that such a ‘position’ could
be filled by different types of scholars, for instance, by an individual with a vocation, i.e.,
someone passionate about specialised minutiae (Simmel, 1910, pp. 390-391; M. Weber,
2012, p. 339), or by a cynic holding an ‘enlightened false consciousness’ (Sloterdijk, 1987, p.
5). Whatever the case, the point | want to stress here is that such positions exist but cannot
be considered something natural. There is a whole set of interwoven stories and remnants of
past practices that tells us something about the social construction of vacancies that, in places

such as the UK, would have been unimaginable until even quite recently.
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In fact, the recognition of philosophy as a profession is a somewhat recent
phenomenon. In an early sociological study of professions in the UK during the 1930s, there
is no mention of philosophy as being one of them (Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933).* In spite
of that, there is an interesting narrative articulated by philosophers telling that from the last
two or three decades of the 19" Century until the 1960s-1970s, there has been a process of
‘professionalisation of philosophy’ or a constituting of ‘professionalism’ in philosophy (Brown,
2014; Hamlyn, 1992; Ryle, 1976). In addition, in texts written during the 1980s, it is already
taken for granted that philosophy is a professional activity. For example, in the preface to the
edited volume Philosophy in Britain Today, philosophy is depicted as an exciting, growing
professional field in the country:

At the last count there were over 1,300 professional philosophers working in the

nation’s higher institutions, with widespread interest in the subject developing

accordingly. Moreover, there are a wealth of prestigious journals, publishing houses,

and societies devoted to philosophy, and a plethora of conferences graced by leading
philosophers from throughout the world.

Shanker (1986)

Next, | would like to outline the making of these institutions, techniques, people, bodies of
knowledge and, overall, the practices that populate such a landscape (a detailed list with the
rise and fall of philosophy institutions in the UK is available in the Appendix to this thesis). This
notwithstanding, and following the advice of Andrew Abbott in The System of Professions, |
will avoid conceptualising the ‘professionalisation’ of this discipline: (i) as a unidirectional
process evolving towards an a priori given form; (i) as a development that proceeds in
isolation from that of other disciplines; (iii) as if the ‘social structure and cultural claims’ of the
profession were more relevant than what their practitioners do; (iv) as if its inner contingent
differences were not important and the units of the profession were ‘homogeneous’ mirrors of
a broader ‘professional project’; and (v) as if the profession just responded to a unique, major

teleological movement as it were ‘lacking a history of its own’ (Abbott, 1988, pp. 17-19).4

4 Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1933) study lawyers, doctors, dentists, nurses, midwives, veterinary
surgeons, pharmacists, opticians, masseurs, biophysical assistants, merchants, mine managers,
engineers, chemists, physi