Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1991¯ Number 18

Books in Review

The Philosopher On Dover Beach Essays

Roger’s Versions

The Philosopher OnDover Beach Essays. ByRoger

Scruton. St. Martin’s Press. 350 pp. $24.95.

Reviewed by Kevin L. Flannery

Unusuallyfor a philosopher trained in the Anglo˘American

"analytic" tradition, Roger Scruton hasread and admired

Hegel, Nietzsche, Husserl, and a host of other figures of the

"continental" school. He’s attracted to the looser continental tradition not least because it would, he believes, afford philosophical respectabilityto the type of writing he is master of: theshort essayon thecurrent state of societ yas manifested in its art, itspolitics, sexual mores, etc. He praises Nietzsche, for instance, as a great stylist, even while acknowledging that "No such philosopher could exist in the

Anglophone tradition, for the simple reason that, if he did exist, hewould not be called a philosopher either byothers or byhimself. He would be identified asa critic or a social theorist, as an essayist or a reformer."

Thisconstitutes a major recurring theme of this veryfine book of essa ys on topics philosophical, aesthetical, and political. For Scruton wantsto be thisphilosopher who cannot exist in the Anglophone tradition. He wants to write about Picasso, Stoppard, and Shawand still call himself, and be called, a philosopher. He wants to writeabout photography, sexuality, and liturgyand be part of the disciplineoriginating with Frege, Wittgenstein, and Russell.

He is a talented and wise writer, with a gift for insights that cut to themarrowof the modern dilemma. He manages, for instance, to put a word to the central inadequacyin so much modern thought and cultural endeavor, maintaining that at the end of the day, theyespouse "nothing." He sees, that is, that the incessant clamor in certain journals and other forumsabout freedom, creativity, equality, etc. blinds usto the fact that noneof the proponentsof such abstract values has anyidea what freedom should be used for, or what it is good to create, or howthe sterile notion of equalitymight be filled out and made desirable. The message has become wholl ythe packaging of the message. As Scruton devastatinglyremarks: "A work [of art] can nowperform its economic function without being loved or admired; nobody

need be enchanted or moved byits deeper meaning. The moneypours through it unrestricted, like sewerage through a drain. . . ."

Whether a philosopher or something else, Scruton, standing on Dover Beach, certainlyhears "thegrating roar/ Of pebbles which the waves suck back, and fling."

His desire to give substance to ethical values also helpsto account for his attraction to Hegel, whom he identifies

(quite plausibly) as a conservative. For all hisrelativizing tendencies, Hegel recognizes at least that values arenot invented on thespur of the moment but are found in societ y, alreadymade. As Scruton puts it when discussing the misconceptions of the French revolutionists, societ yis not the object, but the product, of consent. This constitutes a second recurring theme in these essays: the ethical life is found not byattending to the reports or preferences of the first person but byjoining in social practices.

Thisessentiallyconservative emphasison values as contained in thevarious institutionsand affiliations within a societ yalso accounts for Scruton’s interest in Otto Gierke, a late˘nineteenth˘, early˘twentieth˘centuryGerman political philosopher whose name is rarelymentioned nowadays in academic circles, although he attracted a good deal of attention in Britain in the1930s(significantly, before the atrocities of the Nazis became known). Scruton espouses

Gierke’sidea that "corporations" (clubs, churches, firms, etc.) should be regarded as moral persons. His reason for doing this, asfar asI can make out, is to ensure that the mores embodied in such organizationsbe given full weight in social theoryand legal practice. If theyarepersons, they have rightsthat cannot easilybe overridden byarbitraryand momentaryconsent, or lack thereof.

As commendable as this goal might be, the objection of Sir

Ernest Barker, thegreat expert on ancient political thought, seems decisive: "Moral responsibilityfalls onlyon the individual moral agent. But it fallson him in full measure, alike when he is acting with others and when he is acting alone. It is a dangerous doctrine which would avert it from him, and make it fall on anytranscendent being" (bywhich

Barker means anynonhuman entitysuch as a corporation).

Scruton argues against Barker on this point, but his argument is not convincing.

A final word about Scruton’s relation to analytic philosophy.

He railsagainst the "narrowness, the fruitless technicality, and the philistinism of analytical philosoph y," remarking onlypartlyfacetiousl ythat "onlythe closing of universities could remedythe situation." But one shouldn’t place too much weight on such statements. Analytic philosophyis reallyjust the continuation of the scholastic tradition. When in the past writers have wanted to ridicule scholasticism, theydidn’t pick on Scotus or Suarez˘and certainlynot St.

Thomas˘lest theyappear ridiculous themselves. Theyhave picked on lesser figures, whose names arenowforgotten.

Thisis also what Scruton does, quoting at considerable length some analytical posturing bya virtual unknown.

But Scruton realizes that this is not the whole story, for despite hisrailings, he never reallydeserts the analytic (i.e., scholastic) ship. He displays a healthyskepticism regarding the methodologyof even the greatest figures of the continental tradition: Hegel, for instance, and Husserl. (I except Kant, whose influence, justly, has been great on both sides of the English Channel.) One finds not a trace of this attitude with regard to Wittgenstein or Frege, each of whom he mentions several times. The remark that best characterizes Scruton’s attitude toward analytic philosophy occurs at the end of the essayin which hecriticizes our

unknown foot˘soldier: "Philosophymust repair the rents made byscience in the veil of Maya, through which the wind of nihilism nowblows coldl yover us. And, even with the needle and thread of conceptual analysis, this labor of pietycan begin."

What, then, about the question that bothersScruton so personally: whether or not he is to be called a philosopher˘ bywhich he means, if truth be told, an analytic philosopher.

Well, he’snot a Wittgenstein or a Frege; but then no one alive is. And neither Wittgenstein nor Frege could ever have written light essays of the sort that fill a goodl yportion of this volume. But does thismatter so much? Scruton occupies a position, asprofessor of aesthetics and editor of a major popular review, that allows him to span the channel bet ween philosophyproper and the culture from which it arises. His voice injects into thecontemporaryscene arguments and insights that would not be there did henot have this one foot in analytic territory. As Wittgenstein might have remarked (although much moreelegantly, I know), whyhanker after a classification for thesake of a classification? Scruton is doing hiswork well. Mayhe prosper at it.

Kevin L. Flannery, S.J., is finishing a doctorate in Ancient

Philosoph yat Oxford University.

Copyright © 1999 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com