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Synopsis

One would expect that so successful and controversial a philosophical school as analytic philosophy would have a clear platform of substantive philosophical views. However, this is not so. For at least 30 years, analytic philosophy has consisted in an increasingly loose and variable amalgam of philosophical topics, views and methods. This state of affairs has led some to claim that, despite its professional entrenchment, analytic philosophy is in a state of crisis. Analytic Philosophy: The History of an Illusion argues that this is so, and that the crisis is deeper and more longstanding than is usually recognized. Synthesizing data from early and recent studies on the historical and philosophical foundations of analytic philosophy as well as from canonical primary texts, it argues (1) that analytic philosophy has never involved significant agreement on substantive philosophical views, and thus that it has always been in this state of crisis, (2) that this fact was long hidden by the illusion that analytic philosophy was originally united in the metaphilosophical thesis that philosophy is linguistic analysis, and (3) that both the rise of analytic philosophy under this illusion and the preservation of its privileged status since the illusion’s demise have been facilitated by a scientistic ‘stance’ that minimizes the traditional philosophical duty to examine one’s most fundamental assumptions.

Praise for Analytic Philosophy:  the History of an Illusion

Aaron Preston’s book is an insightful study of what he rightly describes as ‘the peculiar career’ of Analytic Philosophy.  His style is clear and engaging. His knowledge of the primary and secondary literature is first-rate.  Indeed, one of the virtues of his book is its sustained discussion (and criticism) of trends in the historiography of analytic philosophy.  Preston’s views are original and iconoclastic, going beyond the received view of analytic philosophy’s history to link it to broader developments in the history of thought.  …  By approaching the history of analytic philosophy from the combined standpoints of meta-philosophy and the history and sociology of both philosophy and science, Preston paints an original and accessible portrait of the emergence and development of analytic philosophy, one that has considerable explanatory power.  His book makes an important contribution to the growing literature on analytic philosophy … one that will be of value to specialists and non-specialists alike.

Kevin Robb, University of Southern California

By looking at the narratives that analytic philosophers have themselves provided of their ideas and tradition, and situating this in the broader historical context, Preston offers a reading of the analytic tradition that challenges many received and existing views. It is sure to provoke discussion and deepen our understanding of the history of twentieth-century philosophy.  Preston writes in a very engaging and lucid style. … Throughout, his writing is informed by an historiographical sensitivity and historical self-consciousness that is rarely found in philosophers trained in the analytic tradition. 







Michael Beaney, University of York

… a significant contribution to the literature on the history of analytic philosophy—one that should stimulate much discussion and further work on the subject. Preston challenges historians in this field to give an account of just what analytic philosophy is, and argues ably for the plausible but provocative view that it in fact cannot be done, that there is no one set of principles one can point to that all or even most analytic philosophers have shared, and no one philosophical position that can be called ‘analytic philosophy’ ….  This is a challenge everyone in the field must face if they wish to speak of ‘analytic philosophy’ at all.  … a ‘must read’ book for the field.

John  Ongley, Youngstown State University; 

Editor, The Bertrand Russell Society Quarterly
Well documented, detailed, cogent, clear, fascinating, often convincing, and always fun to read. Preston argues that Analytical Philosophy not only has ceased to be a distinctive paradigm--it never was one. Its founding figures (Frege, Russell, and G. E. Moore--the argument can also be made, of course, for Wittgenstein) did not adhere to the conventional views of Analytical Philosophy, and indeed protested against them. Analytical Philosophy is thus a sociological, not a philosophical, phenomenon. This book is essential reading for anyone who wants to understand philosophy's contemporary situation--and how to get out of it.






John McCumber, UCLA
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