HisTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

Why Study the History of Philosophy?

By Gisela Striker

TUDENTS OF PHILOSOPHY, UNDERGRADUATE AS WELL AS

graduate, are usually required to take at least a few courses in the history of

their chosen field—say, a class on Plato or Aristotle, Rationalism or

Empiricism, Kant or German Idealism. These requirements are often seen as
a burdensome relic from the old and unenlightened times when philosophy was
regarded as a collection of comprehensive doctrines or “systems” from which one
could choose a Weltanschauunyg. Twentieth-century analytic philosophy, however,
has tended to associate itself as closely as possible with the sciences, seeing itself
cither as a branch of science or as a kind of second-order discipline that studies the
concepts of the sciences or indeed of ordinary language. During the first half of this
century, analytic philosophers would resolutely set aside what used to be called
metaphysics as nonsense, and the history of philosophy as a collection of more or
less egregious muddles. Given this kind of attitude, it is not surprising that it
became a mystery why an aspiring philosopher should waste her or his time study-
ing earlier and outdated versions of the subject. After all,; students of physics or
chemistry, biology, or astronomy can do perfectly well without knowing anything
about the history of the respective sciences, and the history of science has its own
separate department in universities.

Although the revolutionary optimism of the earlier decades has largely disap-
peared, and many analytic philosophers are now quite inclined to take their prede-
cessors seriously, one can still regularly hear variants of the view that real philoso-
phers are or should be concerned with “the problems themselves,” while historians
think (only) about what earlier philosophers thought.

It seems to me that there are two distinct claims behind this view—first, that
what historians of philosophy do is not philosophy, and second, that contemporary
philosophers can learn little if anything from the history of their subject.

To begin with the first claim: given that historians of philosophy are engaged in
the study and exegesis of the philosophical doctrines of the past, how could they be
expected to come up with anything that might advance the discipline?

I would grant, of course, that historians are not likely to come up with novel
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ideas, at least not in their role as historians. But how many philosophers do? Most
of the thousands of philosophy teachers working today would not pretend to be of
the rank of a Descartes or Kant, Aristotle or Wittgenstein. What they do, and what
they teach their students to do, is to think about philosophical problems in as clear
and disciplined, or as deep and imaginative, a way as they can. It would be a mis-
stake, I think, to see the point of their activity only in the books and articles that are
its tangible results. Most “systematic” philosophers, whether by inclination or under
the constraints of academic teaching schedules, have come to concentrate on a par-
ticular set of questions in some more or less traditional field—ethics, epistemology,
philosophy of language, and so on — but they do not therefore conclude that their
colleagues who work in different areas are not really doing philosophy. It seems to
me that as far as thinking about philosophical problems is concerned, historians of
philosophy are doing much the same as specialists in systematic fields. In trying to
make sense of the arguments and theories of older philosophers, we cannot help but
think about the problems they were thinking about—problems which are often ver-
sions or interesting variants of questions that are discussed in contemporary system-
atic debates. One polemical way of describing the difference between historians and
systematic philosophers would be to say that it’s a matter of taste: historians tend to
be those who prefer to read, say, Hume rather than the latest issue of a philosophi-
cal journal, or who prefer to do ethics with Aristotle (to borrow a phrase from Sarah
Broadicl) to doing it with the latest school of consequentialists or deontologists.
Their prejudice is that there may often be more to be learned from these authors
than from our technically more sophisticated contemporaries. It seems highly
implausible to suggest that the historian is thinking about Hume or Aristotle rather
than ethics or epistemology, and if she does, she will not get very far.

One might object that this will not eliminate the difference between the
exegetical exercise of figuring
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strong or a weak argument, and in this respect she will of course be guided by her
training as a philosopher, which can only be that of a contemporary philosopher.
This also determines to a large extent which authors or texts she will choose to
study: historians of logic or ethics are motivated as much by an interest in logic or
ethics as by an interest in intellectual history. Obviously, historical interpretations
will be constrained both by the texts they are setting out to explain and by historical
background information about the author, if only in order to avoid blatant anachro-
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nisms. But whether this should be seen as an intellectual limitation seems to me to
be an open question. One could also see it as a challenge to the imagination.

Still, there remains the second question: what can historical exegesis contribute
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ments were supposed to work, and what answers were being offered. Systematic
philosophers tend to find historians’ debates tedious and exasperating, but since his-
torical exegesis is a matter of interpretation, the historian’s work is open to critical
scrutiny by others in the same business. (Historians are apt to find the highly
scholastic debates of their systematic contemporaries equally tedious and exasperat-
ing.) Such debates are needed to keep the historians honest—assuming, as I would,
that there is a point in trying to find the correct interpretation of a classical text, and
not just to come up with some fanciful or exciting story about what the author
might have thought. Generally speaking, Aristotle and Hume are likely to have been
more interesting than their commentators. Debates about questions of interpreta-
tion can also be fascinating for those engaged in them, and indeed most historians
are no doubt interested in exegetical questions in their own right. It can also be fas-
cinating to follow the development of a historical debate—such as, for example, the
epistemological dispute between the Stoics and the Skeptics—while temporally sus-
pending disbelief in some of the premises involved. But this is not all there is to his-
torical research in philosophy, and it seems important to me to emphasize that the
invitation to study historical texts with their accompanying burden of commentary
need not be understood as an invitation to join this particular kind of debate.
Philosophers who don’t read Greek may still take a serious interest in Aristotle, or
so we hope, even though they cannot enter into disputes about fine points of trans-
lation.

The assumption that there is little to be learned from philosophical authors of
the past could be justified only by the implausible claim that philosophy has finally
reached the sure path of a science, or that we have come up with the one and only
correct way of thinking about philosophical questions. It may well be that many
people believe just this today, as some of their predecessors have done in the past,
but here the history of philosophy provides a strong counterargument. I do not
wish to deny, of course, that there has been a lot of progress over more than two
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thousand years, but progress in philosophy does not appear to be of the cumulative
sort. It seems to consist, rather, in the recognition of some egregious errors, the
refinement of concepts and terminology, and the invention of alternative explana-
tions and theories—much of which is due to the development of other disciplines,
especially the sciences. Given this kind of situation, there can be no guarantee that
all that was valuable has been absorbed into subsequent theories, all that was mud-
dled or mistaken has been discarded. Hence there seem to be several reasons why it
makes sense to keep historical texts and theories accessible. One is, of course, that it
may help us to avoid repeating past mistakes. Others are more interesting.
Sometimes a philosopher may want to find out why her contemporaries are asking
the peculiar questions they do ask, by looking at the developments that led to the
present situation. This accounts, I think, for the relatively greater interest taken in
the more recent past—the 19th and early 20th century—as compared to more dis-
tant historical periods. On the other hand, the Greeks, and especially the
Presocratics, have sometimes been studied by those who wished to sce “how it all
began™. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there is the possibility of finding in
an older author different and illuminating perspectives on questions of contempo-
rary concern; perspectives that have, for one reason or another, been forgotten or
neglected by the more recent tradition. This has happened, for example, with _——
Aristotle and Kant in recent work in ethics. It has also happened in psychology,
where philosophers have tried to look back bevond Descartes for theories that are
not tied to the dualism of mind and body; and in epistemology, where empiricism,
at least in the Anglophone tradition, seemed for a while to have reached the status
of an obvious fact rather than a philosophical theory.

I tend to believe, naturally enough, that present-day philosophers should often
find it useful to compare notes, as it were, with their distinguished predecessors. In
this modest sense, then, I would claim that the historian’s work is also a contribu-
tion to philosophy itself. @
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