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Reply to Beaney

Aaron Preston

I. Introductory Remarks.

I wish to address three quick items before I begin my replies in earnest.  First, I wish to thank my three excellent commentators for devoting serious attention to my paper, as well as the editors of the BRSQ for organizing this exchange.  

Second, I wish to acknowledge the formatting error noted by Beaney (and by Hardcastle in an earlier version of his comments) in the taxonomy diagram given in my original article (Preston 2005, 22).  As Beaney notes, it should have presented “benighted” and “illusionist” as two species of the genus “traditional”, as indicated in the text (ibid., 27).  It did present them thus in the manuscript I submitted, but something shifted when the text was reformatted to fit the journal page, and neither I nor the editors caught this before the issue went to print; so, my apologies to the readership, and my thanks to Beaney and Hardcastle for catching this confusing error.  

Third, a word about the organization and content of my replies.  Several of my commentators’ most significant criticisms overlap thematically, so that, if we were publishing all three sets of comments and replies together, I would have organized my replies thematically first and by author second in order to avoid repetition.  Since we are publishing them in two installments, however, it has proven better to organize them by author.  This will require that the second installment involve some repetition of and/or reference to points made in the first.  

Additionally, some of these criticisms concern issues too complicated to handle adequately in the space of a journal article, particularly those that deal most directly with issues in metaphilosophy and the sociology and historiography of philosophy.  As we will see, debates in these areas turn out to be related to issues in social ontology and the philosophies of language and mind, thus they quickly migrate into those areas. I deal with the former three areas at greater length in my (currently forthcoming) book, Analytic Philosophy: the History of an Illusion (Preston 2007).  Though I cannot reproduce in toto the treatment these issues receive there, I will summarize the main thrust of what is said in the book so as to give a rudimentary reply to the worries here raised about them.   Issues in the latter three areas, by contrast, are not dealt with at adequate length in the book or any of my other writings to date.  Wherever the debate ranges into these more peripheral (but no less important) areas, I will have to content myself with explaining how it does so and perhaps waving a finger in the direction of my preferred position in the peripheral area.  

II. Beaney’s Worries about My Treatment of the History of the Historiography of Analytic Philosophy.

Beaney raises two worries about the first section of my paper, in which I give an overview of the history of the historiography of analytic philosophy and, within this, of the history of conceptualizations of analytic philosophy.  I argue that we should recognize an initial stage of “proto-history” made up of “contemporaneous first-hand accounts of analytic philosophy in its early and middle stages (approximately 1900-1950), and near-contemporaneous, memoir-like accounts of the same” (Preston 2005, 11 f.).  A notable feature of proto-historical work, I claim, is the convergence of opinion in a “received view” of analytic philosophy, according to which it originated around the turn of the 20th century, in the work of more and Russell, in a revolutionary break not only from British idealism but from traditional philosophy on the whole, all because of the metaphilosophical view that philosophy just is the analysis of language. 

While Beaney agrees that we should recognize a proto-historical stage in the historiography of analytic philosophy, he disagrees with me about the existence of the “received view”.  Beaney objects that “in talking of this as the ‘received view’, Preston persists in regarding the proto-historical stage as being far more unified than it actually was”, and that I ‘fail to stress the multifarious and often inconsistent nature’ of the proto-historical data.  As a counterexample to my claim about the convergence of opinion in the proto-historical stage, Beaney cites the fact that, whereas I claim that “the ‘tendency among proto-historical authors’ was to treat the view that the analysis of language was the method of philosophy as ‘the central doctrine of analytic philosophy’”, “this was not the view of Russell and Moore in the early phase of analytic philosophy, and indeed, even in his later work, Moore rejected the view”—facts that I myself acknowledge.  

However, this is not a counterexample to my claim, for neither the fact that neither Moore nor Russell accepted the linguistic view of philosophy, nor Moore’s explicit disavowal of having ever held this view, count as proto-historical data on my view.  Again, proto-history consists in contemporaneous first-hand accounts of analytic philosophy in its early and middle stages, and near-contemporaneous, memoir-like accounts of the same.  The texts from which the current, nonlinguistic understanding of Moorean and Russellian analysis are derived, texts like “The Nature of Judgment”, “The Refutation of Idealism”, “On Denoting”, and The Principles of Mathematics, are not accounts of analytic philosophy, nor is Moore's disavowal, in the Library of Living Philosophers, such an account.  All of these are data for historiography, of course, but they are not themselves cases of historiography at all, let alone historiography of analytic philosophy.  

In order to qualify as proto-history (as I use the term), a text must involve explicit reflection on analytic philosophy as such, and so conceptualized as a movement attached to some philosophical views, or perhaps as some philosophical views attached to a movement.   Doubtless, what is required to qualify as a reflection on analytic philosophy as such could easily become a matter of contention; however, the fact that the name “analytic philosophy” came into being in order to designate a philosophical movement gathered around a certain approach to philosophy, or, alternatively, an approach to philosophy that was attracting a significant following in certain regions in the early-to-mid 20th century, suggests that in order to count as a reflection upon analytic philosophy as such, a reflection must have to do with either the movement or the views of the movement explicitly recognized as such.  

And so, not even Moore's 1942 disavowal counts; for while it is a reflection on philosophical views and methods, these are presented only as Moore's own, not as the views and methods of a movement, let alone the movement then dominating academic philosophy in the English speaking world.  Though Moore acknowledges that his metaphilosophical and methodological views had been widely misunderstood, the notion that a movement had been founded on this misunderstanding is hardly even adumbrated in Moore’s disavowal.  

Even less do the early works of Moore and Russell (1898-1915, say), in which they developed their views about—or at least their techniques of—philosophical analysis, count as proto-history in my sense.  While there are plenty of reflections on philosophical views and methods to be found in these early works, these are not reflections on analytic philosophy as such.  Indeed, they could not be, since, as we will see in the next section, the category “analytic philosophy” seems to have emerged only around 1930.  Thus, to treat these early works as containing reflections on analytic philosophy in any sense at all requires that we read them proleptically, in light of the fact that, several decades after they were written, they came to be understood as belonging to the textual canon of a school called “analytic philosophy”, and as involving reflections on that school’s views and methods.  

I will explain in a later section why I think that such a proleptic reading is not warranted in the present context.  For now, I will simply note that, even on this proleptic reading, these works would not count as reflections on analytic philosophy as such—it would be anachronistic to suggest that Moore and Russell were consciously reflecting on the methods of a school or movement at all, let alone one called “analytic philosophy”.  Rather, they were reflecting on philosophy, and philosophical method, as such.  Thus, I can summarize my reply to Beaney’s first objection by saying that the sources which reveal diversity in analytic philosophy in its early to middle stages do not also reveal diversity of opinion about analytic philosophy during those stages, for the simple reason that they do not contain any reflection about analytic philosophy as such. On the other hand, so far as I am aware, every text prior to 1970—and a great many thereafter—that does contain reflection on analytic philosophy as such represents it along the lines of the received view.  I refer interested parties to chapters 2 and 3 of my book, which give a fairly thorough survey of these proto-historical sources.

Moving on, Beaney finds it “surprising that Preston should have treated ‘analytic history’ as a third stage, suggesting as it does that it is a response to ‘new-wave history’”.  “If anything,” he objects, “I would have reversed the order: the genre of analytic history came into being before new-wave history. At the very least, it would have been better to have seen analytic history and new-wave history as just two approaches to the history of analytic philosophy.”  

I have some sympathy both for Beaney’s worries about my treatment of analytic history, and for his suggestions about how it ought to be treated.  He is right to note that casting it as a third stage suggests that analytic history is a response to new-wave history.  Though I don't explicitly say so in the paper, this is how I understand their relationship; though not in the sense that Dummett and Soames (our paradigmatic “analytic” historians) explicitly engage the work of new-wave historians—to the contrary, they don’t even mention them.   He is also right to note that I don't offer an argument for this view beyond noting the chronological order of works in each genre.  Of course, I did not provide the argument because I did not explicitly make the claim.  However, now that the claim is on the table, here's the argument.  

One of the features traditionally associated with analytic philosophy is its anti-historical or ahistorical attitude.  By and large, in the heyday of analytic philosophy, there simply was no place for the history of philosophy in the analytic context—one thinks, for instance, of the tale about the sign reading “just say no to the history of ideas” that once hung in the Philosophy building at Princeton (cf. Grafton 2004, 2).  Beginning in the 1970s, a group of young philosopher-scholars began to rebel against this anti-historical attitude.  One of them, Daniel Garber, explains that “what characterized the new attitude that my generation brought to the study of the history of philosophy was the more serious emphasis on the ‘history’ in the history of philosophy” (Garber 2004, 5):

What my generation of historians of philosophy was reacting against was a bundle of practices that characterized the writing of the history of philosophy in the period: the tendency to substitute rational reconstructions of a philosopher’s views for the views themselves; the tendency to focus on an extremely narrow group of figures (Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, Locke, Berkeley and Hume in my period); within that very narrow canon the tendency to focus on just a few works at the exclusion of others, those that best fit with our current conception of the subject of philosophy; the tendency to work exclusively from translations and to ignore secondary work that was not originally written in English; the tendency to treat the philosophical positions as if they were those presented by contemporaries, and on and on and on.  (Garber 2004, 2)

Over against this “bundle of practices”, Garber and his comrades in the historical movement began to look to “older and forgotten secondary literature”, especially that written in languages other than English.  They began to interpret the more well-known problems and views of historical figures in the context of, first, the wholes of their respective bodies of work, second, their respective intellectual contexts, noting how their work related to that of the preceding generation of thinkers, and, third, the broader social environment in which they lived and thought and wrote.   In sum, they began to do good historical work on the history of philosophy.

I see new-wave history as growing out of this broader historical movement, at least in the sense that the latter was responsible for opening up a social space within the analytic world wherein historical work of this nature could be done.  It is perfectly clear that new-wave history of analytic philosophy employs the same, sophisticated approach to historiography that was pioneered in the analytic context by the broader historical movement.  This is not to say that there are or were relations of influence between figures in the broader historical movement and the new-wave historians, though the lack of any such connections seems unlikely.  Even if there were none, however, it would still be the case that the new-wavers had the advantage of being able to move into an existing social space in academic philosophy within which their work could be carried out, rather than having to carve it out for themselves.  This was the social space carved out by the historical movement, and the fact that new-wave history grew up in this space is enough to count the latter as an extension of the former movement (albeit only in this limited sense).  

Now, just as the socio-professional changes effected by the historical movement conditioned the advent of new-wave history, I submit that the new-wavers’ extension of the historical movement to analytic philosophy itself conditioned the emergence of analytic history.  Without both the general legitimacy of historical inquiry having been established by the historical movement and the challenge to the traditional analytic self-conception brought about by the new-wave historians, there would have been little motive for hard-core analytic philosophers to chronicle the history of their own movement.  Without these external, social stimuli, I suspect that hard-core analytic philosophers would have continued in their strongly anti-historical attitudes and practices (as they have otherwise done, by and large). 

In brief, that is the argument for seeing analytic history as in some sense a response to new-wave history.  However, I don't think that much of significance hangs in the balance between my way of characterizing the relationship between these two types of historiography and either of those suggested by Beaney.  All three perspectives allow us to adequately emphasize the deficiencies of analytic history, and that, I take it, is the most important point.

III. Worries about Doctrinal Definition.


In the second section of my paper, I offered a metaphilosophical argument for the view that philosophical schools should be defined doctrinally.  Before I address Beaney’s objections to this view, I want to clear up a possible misunderstanding that may stand behind some of his misgivings.  

My view is that doctrines are necessary but not always sufficient for defining a philosophical school, and that non-doctrinal features can form part of the content of a school’s definition.   Some of Beaney’s objections may be based upon the misunderstanding that I was trying to deny non-doctrinal features any role in defining a philosophical school.  If so, I grant that the misunderstanding is entirely my fault, for my more-nuanced view was not well-served by the rigid delineation of the taxonomic categories employed in my article.  The taxonomy served the purpose of framing a concise discussion of the varieties of definition that have been proposed—a requirement of the context for which the paper was originally crafted (a conference presentation)— but it did not allow for the possibility of hybrid definitions containing both doctrinal and non-doctrinal elements.  

Consequently, by arguing for doctrinal definitions and against all other “pure” types, I’m afraid it may have seemed that I was arguing that nothing but doctrines should show up in a definition for a philosophical school.   This is not my view.  To the contrary, I think that non-doctrinal features may be helpful, even indispensable, in discerning what a given figure or group’s doctrines (views) really were, and also that they may themselves serve as part of a school’s definition.  

However, among the “pure” categories of the taxonomy, I still think that only doctrinal definitions are suited to pick out philosophical schools, and this for the reason that philosophy is essentially a theoretical enterprise.  For this reason, doctrinal elements will count as more fundamental than non-doctrinal ones even in a hybrid definition, since it is the doctrinal elements that qualify the school as a philosophical one.   

Now, although he does not directly address the premises of my argument, Beaney indicates that he finds it unconvincing.  His first reason is that

…even if we allow that philosophical schools are individuated by their doctrines, this does not exclude consideration of other features, since, for any characterization in terms of some other feature, a corresponding doctrine can always be formulated.

As Beaney observes, I made this point myself in a footnote, but did not make much of it in the paper—a fact that he finds “baffling”.  The reason I did not, however, is because I take it to be irrelevant to my argument.  My argument was not that consideration of non-doctrinal features should be excluded from our attempts to understand, or even to define, philosophical schools.  Rather, my point was that definitions framed solely in terms of such features are inadequate, whereas a “pure” doctrinal definition will be adequate (albeit possibly incomplete) insofar as it will capture the most fundamental aspect of a truly philosophical school.   If the consideration of a school’s non-doctrinal features enables us to clarify its doctrinal features, so that we can then formulate a definition that includes its doctrinal features, I’m all for it.


However, although I agree with Beaney that some non-doctrinal features of philosophical schools can be indicative of doctrines, I also want to insist that inferring doctrines from the non-doctrinal features of a group’s (or an individual’s) philosophizing is risky business.  For instance, Beaney suggests that, if “a certain method of analysis is distinctive of analytic philosophy … [t]hen a corresponding doctrine can be formulated to the effect that this method is a central method of philosophy”.  In principle, this is correct.  In practice, however, we may not be able to discern the nature of a given method simply from observing it in action.  We may therefore misunderstand the method, and attribute a wrong doctrine to the school.  

In fact, just this sort of error stood behind the mistaken notion that the methods of Moore and Russell were forms of linguistic analysis.  If one looks to my discussion of “the pattern of emphasis and diminution” (Preston 2005, 14) one will see that this notion was based on a faulty interpretation of their methods, an interpretation based on their observable features alone.  The true nature of their methods could be understood only in light of certain metaphysical views (doctrines) that each held concerning the nature of propositions.  Because interpretations of method are always susceptible to this sort of problem, I am hesitant to allow method-inferred doctrines to bear much definitional weight.  


That aside, however, it is difficult to see how Beaney’s first objection counts against my argument, since I did not claim that non-doctrinal features should not be considered, but only that (remembering the “pure” categories of the taxonomy)  definitions given purely in terms of such features are not adequate.  


Beaney’s second objection is that, if a philosophical school is to be a thing of doctrines, then, rather than say it does not exist, “analytic philosophy should not be thought of as a philosophical school”, but as some other sort of existing collectivity.  His argument is based on the current linguistic use of “analytic philosophy” :

as ‘analytic philosophy’ has come to be used today, it has a far broader sense, encompassing a range of subtraditions, as I would describe it. This is precisely what makes it appropriate to consider topical, methodological, stylistic, genetic, and family resemblance features in characterizing analytic philosophy.
I will put off commenting upon this “argument from current use” until the next section, for it reappears in Beaney’s argument against illusionism. 

IV. Worries about the Illusionist Thesis.


Beaney is quite correct to point out that there is “a crucial ambiguity” in my claim that, on the illusionist view, analytic philosophy is not a real philosophical school, and he does a nice job of disambiguating the claim by applying Russell’s theory of descriptions.  Rephrasing my claim thus,

(1*)
There is one and only one thing that is analytic philosophy and whatever is analytic philosophy is a philosophical school.

Beaney explains that it can be false in three different ways:

(a)
there is no such thing as analytic philosophy, i.e., analytic philosophy does not exist at all;

(b)
there is more than one thing that is analytic philosophy;

(c)
whatever is analytic philosophy is not a philosophical school.

Now, Beaney is correct to note that I did not distinguish these three ways in which the claim could be false, and I grant that this may appear somewhat ironic given the status of Russell's theory of descriptions as a paradigm of analytic philosophy.  However the irony is not so great once one realizes that my failure to disambiguate was part of a strategic choice to sidestep a set of difficult issues in the philosophies of language and mind and the metaphysics of “social reality”, issues that would have made the paper quite a bit longer than it was, and which could have distracted us from the main points I wished to make there.  Indeed, as we shall see, to disambiguate in the way Beaney suggests raises more—and more difficult—questions than the one it answers.

I will begin to explain how this is so by noting that Beaney is also correct to say that my own talk of analytic philosophy seems to oscillate between (a) and something like (c).  On the one hand, in the context of presenting the illusionist view, I claim (a); but, in setting up the problematic that leads me to the illusionist view, “Preston himself talks freely of analytic philosophy,” in such a way that I seem to presuppose the existence of some reality designated by the name.  As Beaney puts it,

Denying the existence of analytic philosophy … cannot be the right conclusion to draw from new-wave history, and is inconsistent with Preston’s own talk of analytic philosophy in his paper. For if analytic philosophy does not exist, then what is Preston doing in writing about the history of analytic philosophy? He stresses the need – quite rightly – to explain the rise of analytic philosophy and the various conceptualizations of it; but what, then, is being explained? Clearly, there must be something that is the object of all the (productive and legitimate) work that is currently being done on the history of analytic philosophy.

But if there is something that is the object of all this work, and it is not, as I claim, a philosophical school, then the “analytic philosophy” of which I speak must be something other than a philosophical school, just as (c) has it.


I agree with Beaney that there is something that is the object of all the productive and legitimate work that is currently being done on the history of analytic philosophy, in the sense that claims made about “analytic philosophy” in the context of this research frequently have referents, and sometimes even a common referent.  In fact, I can think of two objects that such work might legitimately be about.  I will leave discussion of one of these for the second installment of my replies; the other I will discuss here.  

In some cases, I take it that the referent of “analytic philosophy” is some subset of the vast network of social and ideational entities, connections and events in philosophy from the late 19th through (so far) the early 21st centuries (hereafter “the subset”).  For example, work in the history of analytic philosophy investigates the relationships among Moore, Russell, and the British Idealists; it traces the development of Russell’s or Wittgenstein's thought, or the relationships between their thought and Frege’s; it reconsiders the nature and aims of logical positivism; and so on.  These figures and groups, their thoughts, the relationships of influence among them, the events in which they were involved—all of these are real, and a great many of them, by convention and by tradition, fall under the heading “analytic philosophy”.   

However, while I grant that the subset can serve as the object/referent of “analytic philosophy” when the term is used in the context of productive and legitimate historical work, I would not want to designate this object “analytic philosophy” without very careful qualification, nor would I want to define “analytic philosophy” in terms of it, as Beaney seems prepared to do when he says:

Once one accepts the ‘received view’ as the definition of analytic philosophy, one seems forced to conclude that there is nothing answering to it (or nothing like what one wanted). But in my view, given the widespread use of ‘analytic philosophy’ today, any such implication constitutes a reductio ad absurdum of the definition. 

Here again we are confronted with an “argument from current use”.  This type of argument first confronted us in section III, where Beaney was prepared to deny the need for doctrinal definition on the grounds that: 
(i) current use is sufficient to define analytic philosophy, and 
(ii) current use reveals “analytic philosophy” to be an umbrella-term designating “a range of subtraditions”, just as “Christianity” might be construed as an umbrella-term for a variety of religious denominations that exhibit only no thoroughgoing doctrinal unity, but only a “family resemblance” of belief and practice.   
Now he argues that the facts of current use nullify the illusionist approach on the basis of the additional assumption that: 
(iii) since people talk so much about “analytic philosophy” today, there must be something non-illusory answering to this talk.  

But there are problems with this approach to defining “analytic philosophy”. By way of explanation, let me first note that (iii) is by no means clearly true.  Contra Beaney, it is far from clear that there must be an object answering to all the current talk of, and work on, analytic philosophy.  As the later Wittgenstein showed us, discourse about a non-existent object might easily be carried-on in the context of an established “language game” without anyone expressly realizing that the object under discussion is non-existent (e.g., the “beetle in the box”).  So long as “analytic philosophy” has a use in some language game—which it does—it is possible (in principle) to talk about analytic philosophy till the cows come home without there actually being any such thing.  In such a case, the question to ask is not “what is analytic philosophy?”, but “why did people start speaking of analytic philosophy?”, that is, “why does this language-game exist in the first place?”.

Of course, Wittgenstein's insight applies primarily to purely private objects.  To the extent an object is supposed to be public, claims made about it are supposed to be intersubjectively verifiable or falsifiable, so that, if the object under discussion is non-existent, it is likely that this will soon be found out.  Given these considerations, one might object that, as part of the social landscape of academic philosophy, analytic philosophy is a public object, so that, if it were non-existent, this fact would soon be found out.  And yet, talk of analytic philosophy persists as if it were something real.  Consequently, it cannot be non-existent, an illusion, as I have claimed.

But matters are not so straightforward.  It is true that analytic philosophy is a public object in some sense, but not in any straightforward sense.  Like money or the Republican Party, analytic philosophy is a socially-constructed object, an item of “social reality”.  As is common to such objects, there is an absolutely real foundation for this social item—whereas colored paper or stamped metal (etc.) are among the absolutely real constituents of money, so the members of the subset serve as the absolutely real constituents of analytic philosophy.  
However, these absolutely real items are not identical to the social objects that they partially constitute, and their existence is not sufficient for the existence of the latter.  To generate a social object, these absolutely real entities must be conceptualized in a particular way, and not just by one person, but by a plurality of people.  Also, in the usual case, the item thus conceptualized is attached to some set of communal practices:  at least linguistic practices, but usually practices with non-linguistic components as well, such as trade in the case of money, or doing philosophy, and even the running of a philosophical profession (including activities such as training, hiring, publishing, etc.), in the case of analytic philosophy.  In my book, I put the point as follows:

…the very fact that AP [analytic philosophy]exists as something to be discussed under a single name is historically and hence unalterably—I am tempted to say necessarily—connected to … the early success of a particular philosophical outlook in securing both (1) the attention and (2) the loyalty of academic philosophers both (3) in places that mattered (and so at prestigious intuitions) and (4) in numbers large enough to generate the kind of regular and widespread discussion that would both (5) require the coining of a new term and (6) explain that term’s subsequent entrenchment as one of the most familiar in the philosophical lexicon…. (Preston 2007, 1-2)

And: 

Its [analytic philosophy's] origination as a named social object XE “named social object”  would have required that a set of common conceptualizations or ‘collective intentionalities XE “intentionalities” ’ XE “collective intentionality”  be linked to a common name via a corporate act of Kripkean baptism XE “baptism” . [And] … we can be confident that the intentionalities that originally defined AP as a social entity and which served as the reference-fixing content XE “reference-fixing content”  of ‘analytic philosophy’ XE “‘analytic philosophy’”  in its baptism were those of the TC [traditional conception].  Thus, like the support beams in a mineshaft, the TC served to define and preserve a social space whose rough contours had already been carved-out through the efforts of those destined to be remembered as founders of AP.  Within this defining structure, what in reality [i.e., the absolutely real constituents of analytic philosophy, the subset] had been a set of figures, views, and events united only by Humean contiguity and resemblance (or Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblance’) came to be seen as a philosophical school XE “school”  united ideationally in the linguistic thesis XE “linguistic thesis”  [the view that philosophy is about language] and socially in the desire to reform philosophy along the lines it prescribed.  (Preston 2007, 83)

Now, because analytic philosophy is a social object, it involves both presumably private objects (conceptualizations) and the absolutely real, public objects of the subset.  And this makes it a very tricky object to define, since there is no guarantee that the conceptualizations in question will be identical in every case (that is, for all who think or speak of analytic philosophy).  

One might think that the absolute realities involved in analytic philosophy give us a kind of touchstone for testing and correcting our conceptualizations.  But this is not the case, for, insofar as these realities constitute a touchstone, they must already be conceptualized.  This is because only the correct subset of the vast network of social and ideational entities, connections and events in philosophy from the late 19th through the early 21st centuries can serve as an adequate touchstone for testing and correcting conceptions of analytic philosophy; but correctness here can only be judged in light of a preferred way of carving up the socio-historical landscape of philosophy.  (Indeed, by limiting the relevant portion of that landscape to the late 19th century and after, I have already imported part of this preferred way into what I have said about the absolutely real, public objects that partially constitute analytic philosophy).  But, this preferred way clearly involves a prior conceptualization of analytic philosophy.

Because demarcating the correct subset requires a prior conception of analytic philosophy, our ultimate definition cannot be made in terms of the subset, i.e., in terms of the absolutely real constituents of analytic philosophy.  Nor can we let current use carry the weight of demarcation, for several reasons.  First, if Beaney’s sense of current use is correct, the term picks out “a range of subtraditions”; but this is just another way of saying that it picks out a, if not the, subset. Thus, just as we cannot define analytic philosophy in terms of the subset, we cannot define it in terms of “a range of subtraditions”, since we will have to justify our selection of some range as the correct range.  

To this, Beaney may reply that current use itself is what justifies the selection:  since this is what everyone today means by “analytic philosophy, this just is what the term means today.  However, second, current use is not sufficiently uniform to demarcate a common conception of analytic philosophy.  This is demonstrated most vividly by the existence of radical revisionist definitions of analytic philosophy, the likes of which make Aquinas or Husserl analytic philosophers.  Unless we exclude these from current use, we will not be able to find a common conception of analytic philosophy in current use.  But we can’t simply choose to exclude these definitions without begging the question against them (as will be explained below).   So, Beaney’s assumption (ii) seems to be false as well.  

Third, even if current use was sufficient to provide a common conception, it would still be legitimate to ask why and how the “analytic philosophy” language-game began and why it is as it is, and this is a question that cannot be answered just by looking to the term’s current use.  One given to Wittgensteinian mysticism about language-games and “forms of life” might well claim that such a question is not legitimate.  To the contrary, however, it is this mysticism that is illegitimate, for the question has a perfectly intelligible, historical answer:  the language-game originated alongside the construction of a definite social-object, so that all we need to do is to discover the explanation for the latter’s taking shape as it did and we will have our answer.  

Fourth, and finally, since the origins of the “analytic philosophy” language-game can be traced back to around 1930, and since the rules of the game have developed and been modified over time (indeed, current use simply represents the most recent modifications), a definition based on current use alone would not be historically illuminating and could easily be historically misleading.  

So, it seems that a definition in terms of current use is not adequate to provide our fundamental conception of analytic philosophy, the one that grounds and guides historical work on analytic philosophy and justifies the distinction between legitimate and productive work and its opposite.  If this is correct, then Beaney’s assumption (i) is false, and his arguments from common use fail to undermine my views.  

But let us not stop here; let us push the issue a bit further, to see what kind of definition will do.  Given my third and fourth points, above, it is clear that we at least need a definition grounded in historical use.   But not even this is adequate, since the fact that “analytic philosophy” has and ever had a use at all is to be explained by the original “collective intentionalities” that serve as part of the only historically correct explanation of the birth of analytic philosophy.  Thus, the ultimate foundation for the use/ meaning/ reference of “analytic philosophy is going to be an intensional definition whose content is identical to that of the collective intentionalities that created analytic philosophy as a social object. 

Of course, the transitory acts of thought in which these intentionalities were originally exemplified have long since passed away, but their content has been recorded for us in the proto-historical literature described in section II.  By looking to this literature, we can reconstruct the intentionalities; and, when we do, what we get is the traditional conception/definition.  And while the traditional conception is false insofar as it presents certain figures as agreed upon certain ideas which in fact they were not, this did not and does not nullify its role as the original, reference-fixing content of “analytic philosophy”.  The historical data (i.e. proto-history) shows that it in fact played that role, and its occupation of that role is what entitles it to serve as our authoritative, common conception of analytic philosophy today.  

This, then, is the sort of definition required in order to set our historical work on a firm foundation.  Without a common conception that is firmly grounded in the objective facts of history, questions about the extension and nature of analytic philosophy will be answered in light of prevailing fashions or individual idiosyncrasies of thought.  It matters little as to which, since both are equally unprincipled.  Under such conditions, arguing about the correct definition/conception/extension/subset/range will be as pointless as arguing about the correctness or superiority of fashions in clothing or interior décor.  Thus, without such a conception, it will be impossible to judge which work on analytic philosophy is productive—of historical knowledge about analytic philosophy, at least—and in that sense, legitimate.  

Thus, if we are interested in safeguarding the productive and legitimate status of at least some historical work on analytic philosophy, and of distinguishing it from unproductive or illegitimate work, we had better find some authoritative, common conception of the subject.  And if the traditional conception of analytic philosophy is not to be the basis for such a conception, I am at a loss to know what could be.  So, it is just not true, as Beaney claims, that “there is no reason to accept the received view [i.e., the traditional conception] as the definition of analytic philosophy”.  There are all sorts of reasons, practical and principled, for doing so.  

Ironically, this claim about the dispensability of the received view/traditional conception comes as part of an objection that is itself undermined by its need of just the sort of authoritative, common conception of analytic philosophy that that received view provides.  Here is the objection in full:

There is no reason to accept the assumption that analytic philosophy must be a school, just as there is no reason to accept the received view as the definition of analytic philosophy. Analytic philosophy, as it has developed and ramified from its sources in the work of Frege, Russell, Moore and Wittgenstein, is a complex movement; and the task is to make sense of this with the help of all the conceptualizations – doctrinal, topical, methodological, and so on – that have been offered throughout its history. Dismissing all but doctrinal definitions, and then endorsing just the ‘received view’ – in effect, defining analytic philosophy away – is a perverse way to understand such a complex historical movement. (my italics)

But wait: without a prior conception of analytic philosophy, how are we to know that analytic philosophy is a complex movement, or which complex movement it is?  How are we to pick out its sources, to know that it that has developed and ramified from just these sources rather than others? How do we know which definitions (of any sort) count as definitions of it?  

Clearly, Beaney's assessment of my position assumes a view about the correct extension of “analytic philosophy”, about the correct subset of late 19th - through early 21st –century figures, factions, ideas, events, and relations that (partially) constitute analytic philosophy and serve as the term’s referent.  But to assume one’s preferred conception of analytic philosophy in mounting a criticism of a competing conception is to beg the question against the latter.  

This question-begging dynamic shows up in another of Beaney’s objections as well.  In section II, we saw that Beaney and I disagree about what is to be included as proto-history.  He wants to include works—such as Moore’s and Russell’s early works—that do not include reflection on analytic philosophy as such, and which can be counted as concerning analytic philosophy only in virtue of a questionable, proleptic reading.   As an historical fact, the retroactive designation, around 1930, of these works as works of and about analytic philosophy makes it permissible to read them proleptically, but only from within the tradition of that retroactive designation.  That is, we can justify this proleptic reading only if we assume that (i) we know what analytic philosophy is and what its extension is (i.e., what figures, texts, events, etc., it includes), and that (ii) the early works of Russell and Moore are included in its extension.  

However, historical work on analytic philosophy cannot proceed upon such assumptions, for at least two reasons.  First, as a matter of principle, the conceptual and methodological foundations of our historical endeavors should be rationally defensible, and hence both clearly articulated and well-founded.  Consequently, mere assumptions will not do.  And second, the presence of revisionist approaches in current work on the history and nature of analytic philosophy throws assumption (i) into question.  The fact that reputable philosopher-historians disagree quite radically about the nature and extension of analytic philosophy means that no one working in the history of analytic philosophy can assume (i) without begging the question against some of his colleagues.  (This is also the explanation, promised several pages back, for why we can’t simply choose to exclude revisionist definitions from current use).  

But this is exactly what Beaney does.  In counting the early works of Moore and Russell as instances of proto-history, Beaney assumes that the metaphilosophical and methodological reflections they contain can be construed as being about analytic philosophy.  But this assumes the legitimacy of the proleptic reading of those works, which in turn assumes the legitimacy of the retroactive designation of those works as works of and about analytic philosophy.  But to assume the legitimacy of this retroactive designation is to assume that we know at least in part what analytic philosophy is, specifically, what its correct extension is; but this is to assume (i), at least in part, and to assume (i) is to beg the question against anyone with a different understanding of analytic philosophy.  

To avoid begging the question, we must stop assuming, and try to set our claims to (i) on a firm foundation.  That is, we must provide a clearly articulated, historically-sound justification for our views about the nature and extension of analytic philosophy.  Indeed, as I see it, it is incumbent upon all of us who are engaged in historical work on analytic philosophy to articulate a clear, historically sound answer to the question, “What is analytic philosophy, and what is its extension?”, as a prolegomenon to any narrower work we might do in the history of analytic philosophy.  

This is exactly what my account tries to do.  I begin by assuming nothing about the nature or extension of analytic philosophy, and I build my case by investigating the history of the use of “analytic philosophy”, taking the term’s advent as the crucial sign that a new way of carving up a portion philosophy’s socio-historical landscape had taken a definitive form and a firm hold in a sufficient number of minds to generate the social reality that was, and is, analytic philosophy.  Because it is grounded in plain, historical facts about the original use of “analytic philosophy” and the conceptual-content associated with it, this approach supplies us with a historically sound definitional starting point, devoid of any influence from current fashions of thought or personal preferences concerning what analytic philosophy is or ought to be.  

Put differently, I have tried to approach the problem of defining analytic philosophy from the standpoint of an historian working in the distant future, in an era when all talk and memory of analytic philosophy has passed away.  This historian will have no assumptions, and hence no prejudices, about what analytic philosophy was, nor, therefore, about how it ought to be conceptualized.  All his beliefs about analytic philosophy will have to be formed afresh on the basis of the historical record.  Surely, the proper procedure for such an historian will be to begin with the earliest instances of the term “analytic philosophy”, and to use the data associated with these instances to fill out his foundational conception of what it was that these 20th century philosophers were talking about.  This is what I have tried to do, and what I have found is the traditional conception of analytic philosophy. 

Now, because Beaney does not follow this sort of approach, his claim that I have misunderstood the nature of analytic philosophy itself depends upon an unspecified, undefended, prior conception of analytic philosophy.  Thus, his objection begs the question against rival conceptions, including my own.  I conclude, therefore, that Beaney’s objection fails to carry any weight against my views and my approach.  

Let us return now to Beaney’s first and main objection, raised at the beginning of this section:  namely, that I failed to disambiguate (1*) by saying which of (a), (b), or (c) I meant.  Earlier, I clarified that I meant (a) in the context of presenting the illusionist view, and that I meant something like (c) in setting up the problematic that leads to it.    Beaney suggested that my meaning (c) was necessary since, otherwise, there would be no object for the talk of analytic philosophy that I engaged in while setting up the problematic that leads to the illusionist view.  Though we have now been reminded that an object is not required for meaningful talk, but only an established language-game in which the term has a use, I nonetheless agreed that there is an object for such talk.  In fact, I said that there are at least two possible, legitimate objects, and that one of them is “the subset” (more specifically: some subset of the vast network of social and ideational entities, connections and events in philosophy from the late 19th through the early 21st centuries, as specified by the traditional conception of analytic philosophy). 

So, I grant that the subset can serve as the object/referent of “analytic philosophy” in some cases.  However, I am not happy to call this “analytic philosophy” simpliciter, to say that analytic philosophy just is this subset.  Consequently, I am going to resist acceding to Beaney’s (c), “whatever is analytic philosophy is not a philosophical school”.  This might be taken to mean “there is something that is analytic philosophy, and it is not a philosophical school”, but, given my arguments against defining “analytic philosophy” in terms of the subset, I take this to be false, historically misleading, explanatorily inadequate, etc.  Instead, I submit that the following is sufficient to justify talk of analytic philosophy both in setting up the case for illusionism, and in all other legitimate and productive work on analytic philosophy:

(c*)
in some contexts, there is something that “analytic philosophy” refers to, and it is not a philosophical school.

Similarly misleading is Beaney’s claim that “analytic philosophy may not be a philosophical school, but that does not mean that it does not exist at all” (my emphasis).  Instead, what we should say is that the fact that analytic philosophy never was what it was originally presented to be does mean that it doesn’t exist at all, but this fact doesn’t imply that there’s nothing to which the term “analytic philosophy” can legitimately be taken to refer. 

In closing, I’ll note that, looking back over the moves made in this section, it will be apparent to anyone familiar with contemporary philosophy of language that I have implicitly taken up positions on such issues as the nature of reference, the relationships among reference, meaning, and mental/intentional content, the meaning internalism/externalism debate, and the related issue of wide vs. narrow (mental) content.
  For example, by insisting that the original intentionalities associated with “analytic philosophy” be counted the term’s reference-fixing content, and that they therefore be granted an ineliminable and indeed privileged status in defining analytic philosophy, I am granting so-called “narrow content” a powerful role in determining reference.  Many philosophers of mind and language would reject such a position, but not all.
    As indicated previously, I cannot enter into these important but peripheral debates here, and so will have to cut the matter short.
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� The following are good primers on these issues, available online:  Kent Bach’s “Content: Wide vs. Narrow”, from the Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (URL = http://online.sfsu.edu/~kbach/widenarr.html), Curtis Brown’s “Narrow Mental Content” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/content-narrow/).


� See, for instance, Uriah Kriegel’s “The Primacy of Narrow Content” (URL =  http://www.uriahkriegel.com/downloads/the%20primacy%20of%20narrow%20content.ppt#44).





