Response to some points in Larkin’s NDPR review

Overall, I was pleased with this review.  Larkin was critical but even-handed, and he did a good job of summarizing my main argument.  He also had some very positive things to say:  for instance, he describes the book as "extremely clear and richly provocative ", and as "of significant value ... because it addresses head on some issues that need to be addressed  [and]... because there is a great deal of value to be found in the details of the book ....".

However, I did find some of his criticisms puzzling, and indeed quite wrong-headed, as follows:
1. Larkin argues that I have not established the existence of a “traditional conception” (TC) of analytic philosophy (AP):

“It doesn't seem to me … that most of the statements Preston has chosen as expressing TC clearly do so. [For example] Ammerman says that philosophical analysis is essentially the study of language, but that does not say that all there is to philosophy is philosophical analysis.  To say that all analytic philosophers would agree that the study of language is of the greatest importance is pretty far from saying that they would all agree that there is really nothing more to philosophy than linguistic analysis. And as Preston points out, Ammerman, as well as "nearly every work on AP", adds some kind of disclaimer before his attempt to say something about analytic philosophy in general, something like "there is no single philosophy of analysis." (36) So it's not obvious to me that there was ever any kind of strong consensus that tried to really define analytic philosophy as essentially involving a commitment to the linguistic thesis.”
In response:

First, I do not argue that “there was … any kind of strong consensus that tried to really define analytic philosophy as essentially involving a commitment to the linguistic thesis”.  Instead, I argue that there was, during AP’s “formative years”, a convergence of opinion (and a consensus only in this sense) about AP according to which it was:

(1) A school of philosophy

(2) originating around the turn of the 20th century

(3) in the work of Moore and Russell

(4) in a revolutionary break both with British idealism and “traditional philosophy”

(5) unified by acceptance of the linguistic thesis (the view that philosophy is wholly or largely a matter of linguistic analysis), and, as corollaries, an anti-historical and anti-metaphysical stance

(6) whose banner was carried into the later 20th century by figures like Wittgenstein, the members of the Vienna Circle, of the Oxford “ordinary language” camp, and so on. 

These six features are the main components of the traditional conception (TC).  
As part of the case for there being a TC of this sort, I argue that “ XE "nominative sense" ‘analytic philosophy’ XE "‘analytic philosophy’"  tends to be used in a way that is highly consistent with the TC XE "TC" .”  My discussion of Ammerman fits in here.  I show that Ammerman affirms to some degree all six features of AP on the TC (p. 35).  I don’t know what more could be required for demonstrating that he used “analytic philosophy” in a way that is highly consistent with the TC.  Thus, I conclude “Clearly, these characterizations keep very close to the TC XE "TC" , and are best taken as expressions of it” (36).  This conclusion still seems quite reasonable to me. 
Second, I don’t agree with Larkin that assigning the study of language the greatest importance in philosophy in the way that the analysts characteristically did is “pretty far from” saying that “there’s nothing more to philosophy than linguistic analysis”.  However the view was stated, in philosophical practice it amounted to the near-total neglect of anything but linguistic analysis.  Thus, the two ways of articulating the linguistic thesis were practically equivalent in the mouths of the early analysts; i.e., they had the same consequences for philosophical practice. 
Third, precisely because of their practical equivalence (and as Larkin himself notes), I define the linguistic thesis as the view that "philosophy is wholly or largely a matter of linguistic analysis."  By affirming that “all analytic philosophers would agree that the study of language is of the greatest importance”, Ammerman is affirming the linguistic thesis as I have defined it, in virtue of affirming the second disjunct in the definition. So Larkin is wrong to think that Ammerman’s remarks do not really show that he saw the linguistic thesis as central to AP, and that they therefore do not support the idea that there was a convergence of opinion about AP as presented in the TC..   

Fourth, Larkin ignores the point that I make after noting that nearly every work on AP has a disclaimer noting the danger of seeing too much unity in AP; namely, that this didn’t stop the authors of these works from ascribing doctrinal unity to AP:

“Nearly every work on AP includes a disclaimer of this sort.  And yet, the recognized differences among analytic philosophers do not prevent these early authors from grouping them together as ‘analytic philosophers’; nor, in most cases, do they prevent them from attributing to the analysts  some common view that justifies their being grouped together under a common name and as constituting a philosophical school XE "school" .” (36-7).   
And, in every case, the common view is the linguistic thesis, with the result that all these early authors really do demonstrate a convergence of opinion about what AP is, and those points of convergence are captured in the TC.
2.  Larkin argues I have not convincingly shown that the linguistic thesis was part of the earliest conception of AP, the “original conception”, so that the movement from original to traditional conception is one of relatively seamless development:
“Again it is not clear to me however that these original claims about AP are really claiming that what is essential to AP is adherence to the linguistic thesis. It seems to me that a stronger candidate for the original conception of AP was one that claimed that analytic philosophers were unified in the view that philosophy does not aim at "new truths" but rather "new insight into old truths", as Wisdom is quoted as saying. (71) This could be taken rather narrowly, and was by some, as a recommendation to simply establish the meanings of certain key or problematic terms; but it could be also taken more widely as a recognition that the goal of philosophy is not so much new information as it is deeper understanding.”

This view that philosophy does not aim at "new truths" but rather "new insight into old truths" is surely part of AP’s original metaphilosophical platform, and also of the original conception of AP (i.e., it was indeed originally thought of as a school that restricted the aim of philosophy in this way).  But it is not all of that original platform, and that original conception.  Specifically, the restriction of philosophy’s goal to achieving “deeper understanding” of knowledge already possessed was always coupled with a linguistic methodology:  the way one “deepens” knowledge is to probe the meanings of terms.  
So, what Larkin proposes as an alternative to the linguistic thesis for being AP’s original core-commitment is not really an alternative at all; it is a corollary to the linguistic thesis.  That is, in the actual history of AP (or conceptions of AP), the end of “deeper understanding” is joined to the means of linguistic analysis like two sides of a coin, and therefore cannot be separated from one another if our goal is to understand what people actually thought about AP.  

A different question is whether it is appropriate to focus on one of these “sides” more than the other.  Was one side more fundamental?  Did one have prominence over the other in people’s thinking about AP? Was one adopted first, and the other only because it was implied by the “side” that had already been adopted?  Did one “side” provide a more distinctive face to AP, and therefore prove to be more useful in distinguishing it from rival schools?  The answer to all of these is “yes”, and that the more fundamental, more prominent, prior, and more distinctive “side” of AP’s means-end combination was its linguistic methodology.  The idea that philosophy is a matter of “deepening knowledge already possessed” is not unique to AP.  It is shared by, for instance, the “faith seeking understanding” approach to philosophy embraced by so many medieval philosopher-theologians.  Surely these figures should not count as analytic philosophers!  But the most obvious way to distinguish the two traditions is to keep the otherwise common end of “deepening knowledge” connected to the distinctively analytic means of linguistic analysis, and to emphasize this distinctive means over the common end. 
Consequently, I think Larkin is wrong to say that the “deepening knowledge” aspect of the original conception is a stronger candidate than the linguistic thesis for the unifying core of the original conception of AP.

3.  Larkin implies that my case against genus revisionism is flawed because it “relies on a view about the nature of philosophy that the analysts, under the original conception expressed by Wisdom and Collingwood, would reject”:

“Against genus revisionism, Preston's strategy is to show that the very nature of philosophy itself implies that a philosophical group cannot be "characterized by the looseness and vagueness usually associated with 'movement' or 'tradition' . . . but must be characterized by the tightness and definiteness normally associated with 'school'." (61) Preston thinks that philosophy must be thought of as essentially concerned with the production of theories about the "way things are . . . in some region or other . . . of reality." (61) He then argues from this that "a philosophical group must rely for its cohesion, and hence also its existence, on a kind of unity that is constituted by agreement in theoretical matters." (62) And that kind of unity requires not just a loose relationship in virtue of a causal-historical chain of influence but a tight connection in terms of defining doctrines or specific methodology.

This argument against genus revisionism, however, relies on a view about the nature of philosophy that the analysts, under the original conception expressed by Wisdom and Collingwood, would reject. On that original conception, as I said, it looks like philosophy is not thought of as a theoretical enterprise -- the goal is not to achieve new knowledge of how things are, it is rather an attempt to achieve new insight into the picture of the world we already have (the manifest and scientific images, in Sellarsian terms).”
In response:  
Yes, my argument does rely on this traditional view of philosophy, but I fail to see the significance of this fact in this context.  The genus revisionists, against whom I am arguing here, do not, as genus revisionists, accept the Sellarsian or traditional analytic view of philosophy.  None of them has ever argued for such a view in the context of their work as genus revisionists.  So it’s not like I’m begging the question against them. 

But maybe Larkin’s point is that I’m begging the question against the early analysts themselves, by assigning them an obligation to account for their doctrinal unity, and obligation based on my conception of the nature of philosophy, when they would have disagreed with my conception and endorsed another which would have liberated them from the obligation that I want to impose.  

If that’s his point, then here’s my response:

First, the short-lived popularity of the view that philosophy is not about the world (and its corollaries, such as the view that philosophy is about language or the view that all logical truth is analytic and tautologous) suggests that these views themselves are untenable.  This body of views thrived for, at most, half a century (c. 1920-1970).  Many factors contributed to their demise, but among them was the fact that it simply is not plausible to claim that language, pure syntax, etc., is not part of reality and hence metaphysically neutral.  

Of course, one could arbitrarily define reality in such a way as to exclude language, pure syntax, or whatever.  But this would be a futile move if the objective was to avoid making metaphysical claims about reality, since to define reality so as to exclude some things from it requires that we make such claims.  

So, it seems either that one makes claims about (parts of) reality in the act of making claims about language, pure syntax, and so on, since all of these are parts of reality, or that one must make claims about reality in justifying the belief that they are not parts of reality.  The only way out is Wittgensteinian quietism—abstention from claim-making.  But such an approach proves nothing; it only removes one from the debate, from philosophical discourse as traditionally conceived.  In any case, because the view that philosophy does not make claims about reality seems obviously flawed, and because the view’s historical fate supports this conclusion, we have good reason for taking the view to be false.  

Second, even if the view that philosophy does not make claims about the world (and its corollaries) could be defended against all objections, it would still be the perspective of a very small minority in the history of philosophy.  Thus it would still be the case, as I claim in the book, that “this minimal view of what philosophy is and what it involves has been widely held, at least implicitly, throughout the history of the discipline” (p. 61).  The existence of an opposed but idiosyncratic view does little more than raise the possibility that there is a plausible alternative to the majority view.  However, its plausibility is quickly nullified by the fact that the purported alternative lacks any strong arguments in its favor and has many against it.   And so, to put the point bluntly, we may respond to Larkin’s objection by simply saying, “so what?”

Finally, it is of some interest that none other than Moritz Schlick, founder of the Vienna Circle (which vociferously supported the traditional analytic conception of philosophy), would have agreed with me that philosophical schools have an obligation to clearly articulate their defining doctrines:

Every philosophical movement is defined by the principles it regards as fundamental, and to which it constantly refers in its arguments.  But in the course of historical development, the principles are not apt to remain unaltered, whether it be that they acquire new formulations, and come to be extended or restricted, or that even their meaning gradually undergoes noticeable modifications.  At some point the question then arises, as to whether we should still speak at all of the development of a single movement, and retain its old name, or whether a new movement has not in fact arisen.  If , alongside the evolved outlook, an ‘orthodox’ movement still continues to exist, which clings to the first principles in their original form and meaning, then sooner or later some terminological distinction of the old from the new will automatically come about.  But where this is not clearly so, and where, to the contrary, the most diverse and perhaps contradictory formulations and interpretations of the principles are bandied about among the various adherents of a ‘movement’, then a hubbub arises, whose result is that supporters and opponents of the view are found talking at cross purposes; everyone seeks out from the principles what he can specifically use for the defence of his own view, and everything ends in hopeless misunderstandings and obscurities. (Schlick, 1932, 259)  

What I call “defining doctrines”, Schlick calls “principles”; and, even if he wouldn’t have described these as sets of views about the way things are, or what is the case, in some region or other—or possibly the whole—of reality, he clearly thinks that they are essential to philosophical groups the likes which analytic philosophy was originally thought to be (a “school” or “movement”).  Although Schlick recognizes the inevitability of doctrinal shift in intellectual communities, he affirms that a philosophical movement’s identity is grounded in “the original form and meaning” of its principles, so that too great a departure from those principles implies that a new movement has arisen.  In this case, a terminological distinction between the original movement and the new movement is required if we are to avoid confusion.  And, indeed, the kind of “hubbub” that Schlick describes as resulting from a failure to recognize the primacy of views/doctrines in the sociology of philosophy is precisely what we see in current work on the nature and history of analytic philosophy, in the strange variety of revisionist definitions recently put forth which make Husserl or Aquinas (for instance) to be analytic philosophers.

4.  Larkin argues:
“The illusionist thesis is crucially based in part on the claim that TC was "false at every stage" of AP's development, which I take to mean that there was never a time at which analytic philosophers were in fact unified around the linguistic thesis. But two of AP's stages -- the logical positivist stage and the early stage of ordinary language philosophy dominated by the later Wittgenstein -- can each be fairly characterized as unified around a version of the claim that the proper work of philosophy is linguistic analysis.”

Larkin is wrong to take the claim that the TC was false at every stage of AP’s development as a denial of the fact that there were stages in the history of AP that really were “unified around a version of the claim that the proper work of philosophy is linguistic analysis”.  That’s because the TC is not a conception of some stage of AP, but of AP taken holistically, as a temporally-extended entity comprised of all the “stages” of AP.  To say that the TC was false at every stage of AP’s development is just to say that at no stage of AP’s development was it true that AP was:
(1) A school of philosophy

(2) originating around the turn of the 20th century

(3) in the work of Moore and Russell

(4) in a revolutionary break both with British idealism and “traditional philosophy”

(5) unified by acceptance of the linguistic thesis (the view that philosophy is wholly or largely a matter of linguistic analysis), and, as corollaries, an anti-historical and anti-metaphysical stance

(6) whose banner was carried into the later 20th century by figures like Wittgenstein, the members of the Vienna Circle, of the Oxford “ordinary language” camp, and so on. 

And the reason the TC was always false was that it always, at every stage of AP’s development, (i) presented all canonical analysts as endorsing the linguistic thesis, and (ii) included Moore and Russell in its list of canonical analysts.  But Moore and Russell did not endorse the linguistic thesis.  So, at every stage of AP’s development, the TC, whose contents always transcended any single stage, but rather presented all the stages as unified in to a whole, a school called “analytic philosophy”, was false. 

5) Larkin argues:
“I find this explanation from scientism for how (purportedly) so many could have overlooked the obvious theoretical disagreements between analysts to be incredible. For it seems to me that the illusion of unity would have required more than 'de-emphasizing' theoretical disagreements; it would require completely overlooking those disagreements. But then we would have to accept that when certain historians and philosophers were looking at the work of certain other philosophers they were so deeply under the spell of scientism that they failed to even see the more 'metaphysical' elements in their thought.”

In response:
Larkin ignores the fact that I have a multi-faceted strategy for explaining “the illusion of unity”.  I do propose (pp. 84 ff) that some may have been entirely blind to the disagreements between the early analysts, but I argue that there was more than just scientism generating this blindness:  things like peer-pressure, the appeal of being revolutionary, and so on.  I also acknowledge that 

“the TC XE "TC"  and its illusions cannot provide a complete explanation for AP’s rise ….  Though many analysts of the rank and file may have been unwitting victims of these illusions, there is clear evidence that both leading analysts and their critics were aware of the problems that eventually led to linguistic philosophy XE "linguistic philosophy" ’s fall from at least the early 1930s.”  (p. 91)
At this point in the book, I move from talking about people who may have operated under the illusion of unity, to people who were responsible for generating it by rejecting the disagreements among the early analysts as insignificant; and it is these figures that I present as being guided, if not always internally motivated, by scientism.  (What’s the difference?  A person can be guided by scientism if it is an unnoticed presupposition in their overall “form of life”, even if they don’t personally endorse it, as I explain in ch. 6).

Now, in fact, I present several clear cases in which, “when certain historians and philosophers were looking at the work of certain other philosophers” they either missed, ignored, or, in at some cases explicitly dismissed as unimportant, disagreements grounded in “the more 'metaphysical' elements” in the latter’s thought.  And we’re talking pretty significant people doing the missing, ignoring, and dismissing; people like Peter Strawson, Geoffery Warnock, and J.O. Urmson.  

But Larkin does not address these cases at all.  Incredible as it may seem, there really were people glossing over these differences; and I challenge Larkin and the rest of the philosophical community to find a better explanation for this phenomenon than the one I have proposed (namely, scientism). 
