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At the 2003 philosophy day at UNESCO in Paris, seminars were held 
addressing big themes such as ‘Philosophy and Problem(s) of the Present’, 
‘War and Reconciliation’ and ‘Global Justice: Philosophy Facing Problems 
of The Twenty-First Century.’1 At the last of these, Jean Ferrari, echoing a 
sentiment that was expressed frequently throughout the day, said that this 
was “no longer a time when philosophers can meditate in their ivory 
towers.”2  

For those who yearn for philosophy, and other theoretical academic 
pursuits, to have a life outside of the academy, Ferrari’s call and the 
UNESCO day seem to demand our support. I would argue, however, that the 
role philosophy should play in public life and debate is most certainly not 
best exemplified by these kinds of grand debates and pronouncements. 
Although I do believe that philosophy has a role to play in understanding the 
world around us, and perhaps even changing it, I also think that as a matter 
of fact, most attempts by academics to help it do so are seriously misjudged. 

My argument will unfold in the following way. First, I will outline six 
models of how philosophy can inform public life and debate and assess the 
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merits and demerits of each. Second, I will consider the limits and range of 
each of these models and outline the problems of not heeding these. Finally, 
I will focus on what I think is the dominant model and why most 
philosophers who have followed it have failed to make their theorising 
‘relevant’. 
 
 
1. Models for public philosophers 
 

Although many philosophers seek to make contributions to public 
debate, they often have either a misguided or unclear picture of how they 
could do so. What I want to do now is sketch out six possible models that 
could be followed and to highlight their advantages and problems. For ease 
of identification I have given them simple labels, but too much importance 
should not be placed on the names themselves. 
 
 
(a) The unifying model 
 

On this view, the role of philosophy is more or less to provide the one 
true picture which enables us to make sense of the world. This picture may 
leave some features of human life out, but it should capture as much as 
possible and will certainly identify what is most important. This model is 
best illustrated in the writings of Marx and Hegel. Marx’s historical 
materialism, for example, gives a unifying account of the development of 
human history which is both descriptive and normative. Those who accept 
Marx’s arguments are thus able to interpret every event that plays out at the 
social and political level through the Marxist lens and understand its ‘true 
nature’ accordingly. Similarly, Hegel’s dialectical account of history as the 
development of the human spirit provides a framework within which all 
events can be understood. Hence, writing after 9/11, the Hegelian Joseph 
McCarney could write that one of the lessons was that ‘from a Hegelian 
standpoint, a stable system of interstate relations in the Middle East is in the 
long run the only possible guarantee of the security of the state of Israel.’3 

Although historically, for philosophy to aspire to provide such an 
account would not seem overly ambitious, such attempts are now largely 
seen – in the Anglophone world at least – to be misguided. The reasons for 
the scepticism about the possibility of an all-encompassing theory like Marx 
or Hegel’s to succeed cannot be explained or justified here. All I would like 
to point out is that if this is what we mean when we talk about philosophy 
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helping us to understand current affairs, then most philosophers would say 
philosophy cannot do what we demand of it. And even those who think this 
is the right model would have to accept that the vast majority of philosophy 
fails to cast light on current affairs. There can be no pick and mix here. If 
Hegel is right, then only Hegelian philosophy can make full sense of the 
world around us. We may learn from the mistakes of the rest of philosophy, 
but that is all. 
 
 
(b) The academic model 
 

On this view, current academic theorising is able to make sense of the 
world and provide guidance as to how we should move ahead. The problem 
is simply that people aren’t listening. Perhaps academics share some of the 
blame for this and should make their writings more accessible. But on 
whichever side blame lies, the problem here is essentially one of 
communication.  

While it may be the case that some academic papers and books could 
directly help legislators and policy makers, if only they were to read them, 
the idea that most of even political philosophy is of this nature strikes me as 
deeply implausible. Many of the debates conducted in the pages of books 
and journals are in all senses of the word ‘academic’. Arguments about the 
nuances and minutiae of theoretical positions are rightly of no interest to 
anyone other than theoreticians. Nevertheless, it is true that sometimes ideas 
that originate in academe are of direct relevance to the wider world. But 
since these contributions are in the minority, the academic model does not 
tell us how the bridge can be built to the wider world, since it sees the 
problem as essentially being one of communication, whereas in fact it is also 
a problem of the irrelevance to the wider world of much academic work. The 
next three models I shall outline provide different accounts of how that 
bridge can be built. 
 
 
(c) The trickle-down model4 
 

On the trickle-down model, there is a two-stage filtering or distillation 
of philosophical theory which acts as a link between it and the wider world. 
The first stage is that the huge mass of academic writing is separated, wheat 
from chaff, by the profession, which deems certain texts to be worth 
teaching and discussing. Hence among recent philosophers, the works of 
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Rawls, Nozick and Habermas, for example, become widely taught and 
examined, whereas that of most of their peers falls into obscurity. These 
works are then studied by society’s intellectual elite as part, for example, of 
an Oxbridge PPE degree syllabus. Informed by these thinkers, the ideas they 
argue for thus end up influencing the thought processes of policy makers and 
legislators, as well as those who follow or comment upon them. 

This model has the virtue of at least partly describing what actually 
happens. Utilitarian ideas, for example, certainly did influence Victorian 
reformers in particular. A Rawlsian maximin conception of justice is held by 
many liberals and social democrats. However, while one may agree that 
something like the trickle-down model does apply, one may still insist that 
philosophy could make more of a contribution to public life. If the trickle-
down model is the only model of how philosophy can and should influence 
public life, then we should basically be happy with the status quo. We may 
desire more people to be exposed to philosophical ideas, so that more ideas 
can trickle-down and more people can understand their importance for the 
thinking of decision makers. But this is a complaint about the amount of 
interplay between philosophy and public debate, not about its nature. 
 
 
(d) The participatory model5 
 

One form of interaction between philosophy and non-academic life is 
when philosophers work with others on committees or commissions on 
issues of public ethics or policy. For example, in Britain these have included 
Mary Warnock chairing the Committee of Inquiry into Human Fertilisation 
and Embryology, Bhikhu Parekh chairing the Runnymede Trust’s 
Commission of the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain and Bernard Williams 
chairing the Committee on Obscenity and Film Censorship. Countless other 
philosophers have sat on similar committees. 

While these clearly provide examples of philosophers contributing to 
public life, they are not clear examples of philosophy contributing to public 
life. This is because it is not clear that the people involved are invited to sit 
on such committees because they are philosophers. Rather, such committees 
routinely appoint from the great and the good, among whom the 
philosophers in question just happen to be. Also, the philosophers involved 
have sometimes said themselves that although they obviously bring their 
philosophical training with them and that this helps them with the work of 
the committees, they do not sit qua philosophers but simply as individuals 
with a philosophical training. Like the trickle-down model, the participatory 
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model excludes most of philosophy from having a role in public debate. It 
rather falls to selected individuals to take part, informed by philosophy but 
not applying philosophical theory directly. 
 
 
(e) The contributory model 
 

Another way in which philosophers can involve themselves in public 
debate is by contributing documents, articles and books. The journal 
Philosophy and Public Affairs is an example of an attempt to do this. It 
exists to publish articles which the editors believe are of direct relevance to 
public life. More recently, in May 2003 Derrida and Habermas co-authored 
an article in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung calling on Europe to forge a 
common identity to act as a counterweight to growing American hegemony. 
Another example is the amicus curiae brief on assisted suicide submitted to 
the US supreme court in 1987 by Ronald Dworkin, Thomas Nagel, Robert 
Nozick, John Rawls, Tim Scanlon and Judith Jarvis Thomson. 

There are two serious limitations of the contributory model. The first 
is that the contributions are only likely to have an impact if the authors have 
a public profile or, as in the case of the amicus curiae, the contribution is a 
formal submission to a statutory body. The second is that the more 
philosophical the contributions, the less likely they are to have an impact. 
Derrida and Habermas are heavyweight thinkers, but their Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung piece was philosophically light. Hide the by-line and 
you would be hard-pressed to guess it had been written by two philosophers. 
These two reasons together explain why, for all its good intentions, 
Philosophy and Public Affairs speaks almost exclusively to philosophers and 
does not reach the wider audience its founders hoped for. 
 
 
(f) The critical thinking model 
 

The last way in which philosophy can help inform public debate is by 
providing society with a set of critical thinking tools. In contrast to all the 
other models, on this view the main contribution does not necessarily come 
from the greatest philosophers or the most important theories. Rather, what 
is most useful for society as a whole is an elementary grasp of philosophical 
method. People need to be more aware of common fallacies, the difference 
between deduction and induction, the underdetermination of theories by 
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evidence and so on. They don’t need to understand the nuances of Hume’s 
moral epistemology but they do need to know what the is/ought gap is. 

The strength of this model is its realism. Indeed, critical thinking is 
already being taught in many schools, so for those who think this is how 
philosophy should involve itself in public life, battles are already being won. 
However, the weakness of the model is that critical thinking is something 
philosophers do, but it isn’t all that they do. Indeed, many critical thinking 
programmes have been devised which essentially separate out the cognitive 
skills to be taught from any specifically philosophical context. Therefore it is 
not at all obvious that this really amounts to a philosophical contribution to 
public life after all. 
 

Interestingly, each of these six models implies a different idea of what 
philosophy is, although they should not necessarily be seen as being 
mutually exclusive. The unifying model fits with a view that philosophy is 
about the production of explanatory theories of the widest possible scope. 
The academic model fits with the view of philosophy as an essentially 
scholarly, elitist pursuit in which a few specialists plumb intellectual depths 
inaccessible to the rest of humanity. The trickle-down model fits with a view 
of philosophy as part of the ‘great conversation’ of humanity, an enterprise 
in which a few major works emerge from a mass of mediocrity to endure 
and form part of the fabric of civilised intellectual life. The participatory 
model emphasises the role philosophy has in cultivating the intellectual gifts 
of an elite and equipping them to take part in public life, if not as 
philosopher kings, then at least as a kind of philosopher-senator. The 
contributory model is a variant on the view of philosophers as a scholarly 
elite, with the difference that at times it is seen as desirable for this elite to 
issue edicts, when their wisdom has practical benefits. The critical thinking 
model sees philosophy as essentially an activity or practice, one which can 
be engaged in by any intelligent person, who can glean its benefits even if 
they do not study it to a high level. 
 
 
2. Applying the models 
 

There may well be other models which also have merits. My intention 
here is simply to examine how each model I have described could be applied 
and what its limits are. In doing so, I hope to explain why it is that attempts 
to bring philosophy into public life often go awry. 
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The unifying model is one which I think is flawed for philosophical 
reasons. While it is true, I think, that philosophy should strive to develop 
explanations that are as wide in scope as possible, I think that in both the 
Anglophone world, where much analytic philosophy is seen as piecemeal in 
nature; and in continental Europe, where the death of the grand narrative has 
been announced; there is a justified scepticism about the power of 
philosophy to provide a unifying theory of everything. Even if there can be a 
unified explanation of truth, knowledge and meaning, for example, that still 
leaves out ethics, history and politics. Most philosophers would agree that 
we simply cannot provide the kind of theory required for the unifying model. 
A minority of Hegelians, Marxists and the like may disagree, but for the 
majority, it is simply misguided to think that the unifying model provides an 
ideal for how philosophy can inform public discourse. 

If one takes the academic model seriously, then there seems little or 
no reason to want a greater involvement of philosophy in public life. Indeed, 
it may well be misguided to seek this outcome, since the model implies that 
few outside the academy are capable of understanding what is going on 
within it. However, this model, like all the others, is not usually explicitly 
articulated. This means that for those who accept it implicitly, there is the 
possibility of a tension arising. On the one hand, philosophers can feel their 
work is important and should be attended to more. On the other, both the 
failure of others to understand it as it is and attempts to make it more 
accessible irritate them. The virtue of making the model explicit, therefore, 
is that it makes it much clearer that it may not be wise to seek a greater 
public role for this kind of philosophy. 

I have said that these models are not necessarily mutually exclusive 
and I think the academic model does apply more to certain branches of 
philosophy than others. There are many areas of the discipline which just are 
far too specialised and difficult for anyone other than the experts to 
understand. To grant a certain autonomy to these areas and to accept that 
they are rightly of no interest to others seems appropriate. The only other 
alternatives are to deem them useless, which is contrary to the ideal of 
pursing knowledge and learning for their own sake; or to demand what 
cannot be granted: that the disciplines make themselves relevant and 
comprehensible.  

I would speculate that a failure to openly acknowledge this truth has 
various sources. One is that it is politically unwise to emphasise the 
uselessness of one’s subject for society at large in an age where education 
funding is limited. Another is that there is a lingering essentialism about 
what philosophy is. This means it is easy to slide from allowing that some 
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philosophy is only of scholarly interest to the view that all philosophy is of 
this nature. I think we need to be more willing to accept the diversity of what 
passes for philosophy in the modern university. Some philosophy is of wider 
interest and value and some isn’t. 

The trickle-down model appears to describe an actual process that is 
to be welcomed. The only danger I can see of validating the model is if it is 
seen to be the only way for philosophical ideas to seep out into the wider 
world. This is a model which can easily be seen as capable of standing 
alongside others. 

What of the complaint raised earlier, that as a matter of fact not 
enough philosophy is trickling down, due to various social and cultural 
factors? I am not sure whether the complaint is fair. It has a whiff of special 
pleading about it: most academics wish their own subject to be taken more 
seriously than it is. But if the complaint is accepted, then the main action 
that should follow is the encouragement of more philosophy in education, 
perhaps at school level. The case for including more philosophy in the 
culture more widely, though in some respects compelling, is hard to put into 
practice. How do you put philosophy in the mainstream of a culture which is 
historically aphilosophical? Having more philosophers speak in public 
would appear to be the obvious answer, but this does not fit with the trickle-
down model, which does not advocate more involvement of philosophers in 
public life but the involvement of the philosophy and philosophers that rise 
to the top of the subject in the ‘great conversation’ of civilisation. While it 
would be useful to have people who can communicate these ideas, the main 
place to impart them is surely within the education system. 

On the participatory model, things seem to be working pretty much as 
they should. Many philosophers do sit on commissions and committees. To 
demand that when they do so they should bring more ‘proper philosophy’ to 
the table seems misguided. Public committees cannot be expected to 
consider specialised theoretical arguments. They are not equipped to do so 
and nor should they be, since their strength is that they bring people with 
different areas of expertise together. 

The contributory model strikes me as being one of the most 
problematic. The problem is not with the model per se. It is rather that it can 
only be employed effectively in certain circumstances, but philosophers tend 
to adopt the model as the default means of engaging with public affairs. 
Consider some successes first. The amicus curiae brief on assisted suicide 
did not succeed in persuading the US Supreme court of its case. But, being a 
public document by leading academics and a submission made as part of a 
statutory process, its arguments were heard and taken note of by those who 
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mattered. Similarly, it is unlikely that Habermas and Derrida’s article has 
altered the course of EU policy. But it did make an impact, being discussed 
widely across Europe. In some ways, then, both contributions can be judged 
to be successful, in that they did contribute to a wide public debate. But, 
importantly, they were not works of substantive philosophy and they were 
both authored by very well-known academics. Both of these conditions 
usually need to apply for a philosophical intervention on the contributory 
model to have an impact. 

Yet when philosophers think about taking part in public debate, I 
think that most will by default think of writing something and putting it out 
for consideration. The vast majority of such offerings, however, are doomed 
to be virtually ignored. Even the prestigious Philosophy and Public Affairs, 
for example, is read almost entirely by fellow philosophers. Monographs 
published by academic presses similarly have a small readership. I have 
come across many philosophers who have written something they see as 
being for a wider audience than their academic peers frustrated when sales 
fail to even reach four figures, or barely exceed them. This for me is the 
uncomfortable fact academics who wish to participate in public debate need 
to accept. The contributory model does not work in the vast majority of 
cases. One has to be pragmatic and think about the likely readership of such 
contributions in order to determine whether it is worth the effort. I shall say 
more about the failings of the contributory model in the final section of this 
paper. 

The critical thinking model allows more scope for philosophers 
lacking the prestige of the few at the very top of the profession or with a 
public profile for other reasons to make a contribution. Ad hoc interventions, 
such as short newspaper articles or letters, can highlight examples of faulty 
thinking and help raise the level of public debate. This may seem a rather 
modest task, and furthermore, it is one that non-philosophers can also 
undertake. But I think this modesty is required.  

If we review the six models then we can see that the vast majority of 
philosophers have good reason to be modest. The unifying model is flawed, 
since philosophy just cannot provide the all-encompassing explanatory 
framework that can help society make sense of world events. Philosophy is 
in some respects a subject for philosophers, of little or no interest to the 
wider world, a fact emphasised by the academic model. On the contributory, 
participatory and trickle-down models, only the few at the top of the 
profession or those more regularly involved in public life have a chance of 
influencing public debate. And on the critical thinking model, philosophers 
are the non-exclusive possessors of certain cognitive skills, which they can 
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help teach. But this is about sharing the most basic elements of their 
discipline, not the careful arguments that they have developed themselves. 
All models therefore point the way towards modesty. We go wrong when we 
allow ourselves to become immodest: believing we do have the all-
encompassing explanatory framework, believing our philosophical offerings 
to society should have a ready audience, believing that only philosophers 
know how to think; believing that public committees should be dominated 
by philosophers. 

This modesty, however, does not mean that there is no work for 
philosophers to do in informing public debate. Indeed, when you combine 
the various ways in which this can be done, in the five models which I think 
have some validity, we can see philosophy playing a number of important 
roles. Philosophy’s best ideas are part of the great conversation, our best 
philosophers do speak and are heard, philosophers can take part in civic life 
as members of committees, and lesser philosophers can help bring the great 
conversation to a wider audience and help disseminate habits of good 
thinking. It should be noticed, however, that this does leave the majority of 
what academic philosophers actually do as part of their academic lives of no 
value, interest or importance to those outside the academy. This should only 
be depressing if we have a too utilitarian a view of philosophy’s value. If we 
believe in the value of philosophy for philosophy’s sake - that certain 
questions are worth considering simply because as conscious, intelligent 
beings, we find ourselves troubled by them - then why should we be 
concerned if much of philosophy is only of interest to those gripped by 
philosophical problems? 
 
 
3. The failure of the contributory model 
 

The over-reliance on the contributory model has, I believe, resulted in 
the failure of many attempted contributions by philosophers to public debate. 
Consider, for example, the UNESCO philosophy day at Paris. While on 
balance I think that such events ought to be encouraged, because the whole 
day is set up on the contributory model, with philosophers offering up their 
wisdom for the rest of the world to digest, the seminars and symposia that 
filled the programme are rich with illustrations of how not to make 
philosophy relevant to the wider world. In particular, such an approach 
encourages three vices of the public intellectual: naivety, portentousness, 
and facile analysis. 
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The naivety of the philosophers was in their failure to consider 
seriously the problem of how their intellectual ruminations are to be of use 
to those outside the academy. The implicit view seemed to be that it would 
be enough for space to be given for them to speak and the public to listen. 
Hence, for example, one speaker said of the importance of philosophy for 
dealing with current affairs, “we need to organise seminars and 
symposiums.”6 Another at the same session seemed to be very excited that 
the themes being discussed were “really topical”. But no one drew attention 
to the fact that a topical seminar held in an underground meeting chamber at 
the UNESCO headquarters is not going to influence public opinion one jot. 
Nor would a multiplication of such seminars have any significant effect on 
public debate, unless that multiplication is on a scale unimaginable given our 
current starting point. There is a failure here to recognise the limits of the 
contributory model and to imagine that there might come a time when 
society at large will simply listen to every utterance any philosopher makes 
on issues of general concern. 

Such unwillingness to confront directly the limitations of our 
endeavours is a form of bad faith not isolated to intellectuals, of course. All 
over the world, people are engaged in small projects which, though 
unnoticed by the wider world, seem to the participants to be of vital 
importance. It seems that we find it too difficult to aspire to be influential 
and important if we believe we are at present unheard and insignificant. We 
must exaggerate the significance of our minor achievements to sustain the 
ambition for greater achievements. For those who think philosophers are 
more clear-sighted and open to the truth than others, the fact that 
philosophers too fall for this self-delusion is a fact in dire need of an 
explanation. The simplest explanation, however, is that philosophers are no 
wiser or able to see the truth than anyone else. 

If this is simply a case of self-delusion, however, it seems some kind 
of error theory is required. For given that it should be obvious that small 
seminars and symposia and the like are not going to get philosophers 
involved in the mainstream of public debate, why on earth would intelligent 
people speak and act as though they would? I think the answer has three 
components. The first is that the self-delusion is not absolute. Of course the 
philosophers involved do not think that their small endeavours are going to 
change the world. Rather, each such enterprise is but a small step towards 
the greater involvement of philosophers in public life. If there is a little 
hyperbole in the utterances at such events, that should be forgiven as simply 
an indicator of an understandable and welcome enthusiasm.  
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Nevertheless, if the philosophers are sincere in their belief that they 
have a vital role to play in the intellectual life of society, surely they could 
not remain satisfied with such gatherings? Wouldn’t the desire to get beyond 
the confines of relatively small meetings and journals become 
overwhelming? This leads to the second part of the explanation: lacking a 
clear sense of what the different models are for contributing to public debate, 
philosophers tend to assume the model to follow is the contributory one. If 
this is the only way they see of making a bridge to public life, they will 
continue to pursue it even if it does not at present seem to be reaping great 
dividends.  

At the risk of engaging in cod psychology, there is also a third reason 
why philosophers may remain satisfied with the relatively ineffectual 
gatherings or publications on the contributory model. The gulf between what 
is desirable and what is practical is such that academics need to maintain a 
form of cognitive dissonance to make their plight tolerable. An academic 
who truly thought that she had a vital role to play in society would simply 
become too depressed if she confronted the reality that the world doesn’t 
share this conviction. For even if a public space opens up for academics to 
speak in, it is obvious that only a small number will achieve prominence in 
this space. The vast majority of academics need to be content with obscurity 
if they are to be content at all. So the academic who is not content for society 
to ignore their work in particular or that of their discipline in general either 
has to be prepared to accept disappointment in life or take comfort from the 
small signs that what they do matters.  

Seen in this light, the true function of events such as the UNESCO 
philosophy day can be understood. If the day is designed to make the wider 
public aware of the importance of philosophy, it is either a failure or such a 
modest success as to barely count as one. But if its goal is to reassure the 
philosophers present (and indeed those absent who can gain their 
reassurance vicariously) that what they are doing is important, then we have 
a resounding triumph. This may seem an uncharitable explanation. But it is, 
I would contend, the best explanation for why it is that academics do not 
question more closely the benefit of their attempts to contribute to public 
debate which clearly do not have any discernible impact beyond the 
immediate context of the contribution, be it a journal or meeting. What I 
called the naivety of philosophers who act as though their contributions are 
more important than they evidently are is at root a kind of bad faith, 
sustained by the power of articles and meetings to lend a sense of the 
importance of their work.7 
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The second vice of academics speaking beyond the academy is of 
portentousness. I think that the examples from the UNESCO day have 
already amply illustrated this. The problem here is simply that philosophers 
should be prepared for the importance of what they say to stand for itself. 
We do not need to be told repeatedly of how important philosophy is for 
public discourse. Yet time and again, when philosophers speak beyond the 
academy, they are more concerned to say how important philosophy is than 
they are to show its importance by using it to illuminate the issues of the 
day. This might reinforce the view that such public pronouncements are 
more designed to reassure the philosophers of their importance than to 
genuinely contribute to public debate. 

But the most disturbing vice of the public philosopher concerns the 
actual content of their prescriptions. For those who think that philosophy can 
contribute to public debate, the actual contributions of philosophers often 
stand as embarrassing counter-evidence. The UNESCO day provided 
countless examples. We heard anti-American rants which read like the 
comedic polemics of Michael Moore dressed up in dialectics. George W. 
Bush was described as the ‘de facto president of the United States’, a 
rhetorical jibe on a par with Moore’s placing of ‘president’ in scare quotes 
when referring to Bush.8 One speaker claimed that ‘no one seems to be 
opposed to the Tobin Tax’, a remarkable claim that only illustrated the 
narrowness of the speaker’s frame of reference.9 

Historically, philosophers have also been poor contributors to public 
debate. A recent article on education policy by a distinguished philosopher 
in a broadsheet newspaper was full of ad hominems against members of the 
present government.10 A student who employed that form of argument in an 
essay would have been severely reprimanded. Bertrand Russell was also 
notoriously crude in his analysis of global politics. His naïve belief that a 
world government would solve the problems of the world shows a 
remarkable lack of realism and understanding of how the world actually 
does and can work.11 Of course, this evidence is all anecdotal, and some may 
disagree about whether they are all genuine examples of poor thinking. But 
given there is no space here to engage in a comprehensive review of the 
contributions of philosophers to public debate, I can only offer a general 
impression backed up by examples.  

If we are prepared to accept that many contributions by philosophers 
to public debate are of a low quality, the question we need to ask is why? 
The answer, I think, has two parts. One concerns human nature and 
psychology. Philosophers are simply prone to intellectual vanity. They 
believe their own hype, that philosophy is queen of the sciences, and that 
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they are therefore the wisest of the wise and thus able to pronounce on 
virtually any topic they choose. This unflattering explanation of the 
psychology behind the ill-judged interventions may be wrong. What I think 
is less contentious is where the philosophers (and other academics) actually 
go wrong. The problem is that philosophy is a highly theoretical subject. Yet 
understanding public affairs require much more than theory: it also requires 
an often detailed empirical knowledge of history, culture and how the world 
actually works, and also an insight into human psychology.  

Consider, for example, the Tobin Tax, which is a proposed levy on 
cross-border capital flows. In order to judge the wisdom of the tax, one 
needs a detailed knowledge of international finance and economics. Do the 
philosophers who consider the justice of such a tax have such a knowledge? 
More often than not, they do not. That means they are in no position to say 
whether or not introducing the tax would be a good idea. This most 
emphatically does not mean they have nothing to contribute to public debate 
about the tax. They may, for example, be well-placed to discuss the justice 
of the tax, subject to certain provisos about how it would actually work in 
practice. After all, whether a measure is just or not is not a matter for 
economics, but philosophy. Where they go wrong is to move beyond this 
limited expertise. After all, the tax may be just but unworkable. Philosophers 
are in no position to judge whether this is the case. 

In many other examples, philosophers end up making facile 
pronouncements on public policy because they speak as confidently on 
matters beyond their expertise as they do on those within them. This is a 
crucial lesson for all academics seeking to contribute to public debate. The 
emphasis must be on contribution. Yet often it seems that what the 
academics really want is to take over public debate, to oust the fools in 
government and replace them with philosopher-kings. This is sheer hubris. 
Academics should not over-compensate for the lack of importance society 
places on them. They have more to say than they are usually allowed, but 
they cannot and should not attempt to say everything. At root, I think that 
the assumption of the contributory model as the right one to follow 
compounds these problems. It is assumed that the philosopher must offer up 
something of substance for the populace. But the philosopher contributes 
best when he takes part in public debate, not when he offers up a complete 
prescription. This is partly because it is simply beyond his expertise to 
provide such a prescription. 
 These, then, are the traps philosophers seeking to contribute to public 
debate often fall into and should seek to avoid. They need to be realistic 
about what they can achieve, especially if they confine themselves to 
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organising seminars and symposia. They need to avoid portentousness. And 
they need to remember the limits of their expertise. All three are lessons in 
humility, a humility that is a natural consequence of understanding the 
nature and limits of the six models for participation in public debate I have 
outlined, but a humility which tends to be replaced with arrogance when the 
contributory model is seen to take precedence over the other four legitimate 
models. 
 
 
Endnotes 
 
1 Titles of seminar sessions at the 2003 philosophy day, held at UNESCO’s Paris headquarters on 
20 November 2003. 
2 Phrasing of the simultaneous translator, contemporaneously noted by the author. 
3 ‘Must there be progress?’ The Philosophers’ Magazine, issue 17, Winter 2002. 
4 I base this model on a general idea offered by Jonathan Wolff in an interview in New British 
Philosophy, ed. Baggini and Stangroom (London: Routledge, 2002). 
5 I introduced the distinction between the participatory and contributory models in ‘2 
philosophies, separated by a common language’, Chronicle of Higher Education, 25 July 2003. 
6 This and quotes which follow from the UNESCO day were all made by philosophers speaking 
at seminars. Due to the unreliability of my sketchy contemporaneous notes, I have left them 
unattributed. 
7 If I am to be sincere in this claim, then I have to confront the uncomfortable fact that this paper 
is itself destined for publication in a small academic journal and so, if we are to believe the 
statistics, is likely to be read by fewer people than are currently waiting for a bus at the end of the 
road. This isn’t too uncomfortable a fact for me, since I am not working under the pretence that 
this is an important contribution to public debate. Of course, I would like this paper to be read by 
many people and to end up making such a contribution. But I don’t need to pretend this is 
anything other than an unlikely outcome. I can be satisfied by the role writing this paper plays in 
the development of my own thinking and the hope that a few people may read it and get 
something from it themselves. Indeed, given the aims of Situation Analysis, I would judge this 
paper to be worthwhile if it gave those involved in its production something worth thinking about. 
A discussion about the contribution of philosophy to public debate need not itself be a 
contribution to such a debate. 
8 See Stupid White Men (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2002). 
9 The Economist, for example, described the tax as “flawed in practice” in its obituary of Tobin, 
14 March 2002 and “unwise and unworkable” in an article of 6 Sept 2001. 
10 Since I have lost the original article and the newspaper I believe it is in does not maintain an 
online archive, I have kept this reference deliberately vague. 
11 See Autobiography, Bertrand Russell (London: Routledge, 1998) pp545, 566-7, 571-2. 

 




