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Preface

Academic philosophy in England has for some time been largely limited
to logic and theory of knowledge, and there is a tendency to confine
philosophy to this sense and to regard its traditional association with
general moral and intellectual systems as an error. This is a powerful but
very local habit.

Raymond Williams, Keywords

On 5 October 1999, when pressed for her current views on the prospect
of a European union, Margaret Thatcher remarked, ‘All the problems in
my lifetime have come from Continental Europe, all the solutions have
come from the English-speaking world’. Despite its evident falsehood,
this statement expresses a deep truth: namely, that for many
inhabitants of the English-speaking world, and indeed for some living
outside it, there is a real divide between their world and the societies,
languages, political systems, traditions, and geography of Continental
Europe. British politics, especially but by no means exclusively on the
right, is defined in terms of the distinction between ‘Europhobes’ and
‘Europhiles’, known to their opponents as ‘Eurosceptics’ and
‘Eurofanatics’ respectively. That is, there is a cultural distinction, some
would say a divide - perhaps even an abyss - between the ‘Continental’
and whatever opposes it, what Baroness Thatcher, in tones deliberately
reminiscent of Winston Churchill, calls ‘the English-speaking world’.
Continental philosophy is one expression of this cultural divide. The



XIv

purpose of this short book is to explain why this has happened, why that
fact is important, and what it might entail for the activity of philosophy
now and in the future.

It is a matter of some contention whether Continental philosophy is a
well-defined subject area in philosophy. And if one accepts that it is,
then it is also a matter of dispute whether the term ‘Continental
philosophy’ best describes this subject area (rather than, say, ‘modern
European philosophy’, which is often employed as an alternative). Let’s
just say Continental philosophy is a contested concept. With this in
mind, this book has a three-fold aim:

1 To show why Continental philosophy is an area of dispute by
considering the history and meaning of this term and the way it
is differentiated from, and represented by, what it allegedly
opposes - namely analytic or Anglo-American philosophy.

2 To show how the notion of Continental philosophy can, indeed, be
well defined and constitutes a distinct set of philosophical
traditions and practices with a compelling range of problems all
too often ignored or dismissed by the Anglo-American tradition.

3 To show, despite this, how we might in the future do better to talk
about philosophy as such beyond such professional squabbles as to
what or who is Continental or analytic.

| begin by taking a slightly different tack and sketching a larger problem
that faces contemporary philosophy: the relation between wisdom and
knowledge. There is a gap in much philosophy between theoretical
questions of how one knows what one knows, and more practical or
existential questions of what it might mean to lead a good or fulfilled
human life. Much mainstream philosophy has given up the task of trying
to integrate knowledge and wisdom into a single synoptic vision. | will
try to show how much of the appeal of Continental philosophy lies in its
attempt to bridge or reduce this gap between knowledge and wisdom
(or theory and practice), thereby retaining something of an echo of the



ancient definition of philosophy as the love of wisdom. But, as we shall
see, in a world which is increasingly modelled on the procedures of the

natural sciences, such a view is not without problems of its own.

The next few chapters can be divided in line with another classical
philosophical distinction: the historical and the systematic. Chapter 2
sketches different historical ways of making the distinction between
Continental and analytic philosophy. | trace Continental philosophy to
the reception of the work of Immanuel Kant in the late 18th century,
who in many ways is the final great figure common to both Continental
and analytic traditions and also announces the parting of their ways.

I shall examine why this is the case by contrasting different approaches
to Kant. I shall also look in some detail at the debates which Kant’s work
inspired in the 1780s and 1790s, and then show how these debates
establish the key issue for German idealism in the work of |. G. Fichte
and G. W. F. Hegel. Crudely stated, that issue is: does Kant’s critique of
reason end up, completely against its express intention, undermining
the basis for moral and religious belief? That is, doesn’t the critique of
reason, which has to be the critique of all belief, end up in a nightmare
of total scepticism and nihilism? We shall follow out the considerable
implications of that thought in 19th- and 2oth-century Continental
philosophy.

Chapter 3 begins by considering some problems with the distinction
between Continental and analytic philosophy, before looking at some
rather stereotypical, indeed amusing, representations of it in the
literature. | then discuss two meanings of Continental philosophy: as a
professional self-description used by philosophers, and as a cultural
feature with a particular history used by many more people, Margaret
Thatcher included. | argue that much of the hostility and
misunderstanding of Continental philosophy by analytic philosophers
consists in the fact that these two meanings are unhelpfully enmeshed,
and that the professional self-description comes to overlay the cultural
feature in often harmful ways. | then look at the history and cultural

XV
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context for Continental philosophy in the English-speaking world,
advancing the thesis that the conflict between philosophical traditions
is best understood in terms of C. P. Snow’s famous model of ‘the two
cultures’, namely that cultural life in the English-speaking world is
marked by a divide between science, on the one hand, and literature or
humane understanding on the other. That is to say, Continental
philosophy is not so much something foreign that takes place ‘over
there’, but is rather the expression of an antagonism at the heart of
something like ‘Englishness’. | focus on the instructive historical
example of John Stuart Mill in this regard and his key reflections on the
English cultural divide between empiricist and speculative habits of
thought, which plays out in the antagonism between the romanticism
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham. In
conclusion, | turn to other, more recent expressions of the conflict
between the two cultures.

In Chapter 4 | try to lay out what is distinctive and compelling about
Continental philosophy in a more systematic manner. After making
some remarks on how one may account for the difference of practice
amongst philosophers, | focus on the notions of tradition and history
and show how these terms are interestingly understood in two
philosophers: Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. | propose a model
for describing philosophical practice in the Continental tradition,
organized around three key terms: critique, praxis, and emancipation.
This aims to show how and why much Continental philosophy is
concerned with giving a critique of the social practices of the modern
world, a critique that aspires towards a goal of individual and societal
emancipation.

I then return to the key concept of nihilism, the collapse or devaluation
of the highest values, such as belief in God or the immortality of the
soul, which receives its definitive articulation in the work of Friedrich
Nietzsche, and | outline the interesting Russian context for Nietzsche’s
understanding of nihilism. | then try to show how the cultural and



intellectual pathology which leads to Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilism
bifurcates after him into reactionary and progressive modernism, and
how this leads to the particular understanding of the relation of
philosophy to non-philosophy in the Continental tradition.

Chapter 6 deals with a specific case study. If there is one dispute that
typifies the misunderstandings between Continental and analytic
philosophy, then it is that which took place from the early 1930s
onwards between Heidegger and Rudolf Carnap. Essentially this is a
dispute between the scientific conception of the world advanced by
Carnap and the Vienna Circle, and the existential or what is called
‘hermeneutic’ experience of the world in Heidegger. Much of the recent
misunderstandings between analytic and Continental philosophers can
be traced back to the curious stand-off between Heidegger and Carnap,
so it is worth looking at what exactly went wrong.

In Chapter 7, | extend the discussion of the relation between a scientific
and hermeneutic conception of the world by taking up the problem of
scientism versus obscurantism. The fact that so much philosophy in the
Continental tradition can be said to respond to a sense of crisis in the
modern world, and to attempt to produce a critical consciousness of the
present with an emancipatory intent, goes some way to explaining its
most salient and dramatic difference from much analytic philosophy,
namely its anti-scientism. Its critique of scientism resides in the belief
that the model of the natural sciences cannot and, moreover, should not
provide a model for philosophical method, and that the natural sciences
do not provide human beings with their primary and most significant
access to the world. One finds this belief expressed in a whole range of
Continental thinkers, such as Henri Bergson, Husserl, Heidegger, and
the philosophers associated with the Frankfurt School from the 1930s
onwards. This worry about scientism is legitimate, but in recent
decades it has also risked being conflated with an anti-scientific
attitude. This is the risk of obscurantism. In my view, the two poles that
are to be avoided in philosophy are scientism and obscurantism, which
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reflect pernicious tendencies within both analytic and Continental
philosophy, as the debate between Carnap and Heidegger eloquently
shows. As an alternative to the two extremes of scientism and
obscurantism, present in both analytic and Continental philosophy, |
propose a ‘third way’ between these two extremes.

I conclude the book with some ruminations about what | continue to
see as the promise of philosophy. The current divisions in the study of
philosophy are a consequence of certain inadequate and sectarian
professional self-descriptions (are you an analytic, post-analytic,
Continental, or modern European philosopher?). Both Continental and
analytic philosophy are, to a great extent, sectarian self-descriptions
that are the consequence of the professionalization of the discipline, a
professionalization that, in my view, has led to the weakening of
philosophy’s critical function and to its progressive marginalization in
the life of culture. My view is that philosophy should be a vital
expression of that life.

A couple of provisos and a word of thanks before we begin. My aim has
been to keep references to a minimum to focus on conveying the key
ideas as simply as possible. This means that in many places | crib or
borrow other philosophers’ arguments and ideas, and indeed
sometimes ideas of my own that | have published elsewhere. | make no
apologies for this, as this book is intended for the intellectually curious
but decidedly non-specialist reader. The References and Further Reading
sections at the end of the book are intended to reveal my sources and to
provide interested readers with an idea of where they might go next.

You will not find in this book a survey or summary of all the thinkers,
traditions, and movements that make up what we think of as
Continental philosophy. As such, there are significant gaps in my
coverage. Such summaries already exist, some of them are very good,
and it has not been my intention to add to their number. Rather, this
book is more of an argued reflection about the nature of philosophy in



the Continental tradition, and the style is that of the essay, not the
textbook. In other words, what follows is an idiosyncratic view of
matters.

This book was initially drafted between March and May 2000, when |
had the good fortune to hold the Visiting Lectureship in Philosophy at
the University of Sydney, and the finished text is based on my lecture
notes. | mention this because of the following coincidence: on the day |
arrived in Sydney, 1 March 2000, the Departments of ‘General’ and
‘Traditional and Modern’ Philosophy at the University of Sydney were
reunited as a single Department of Philosophy after 27 years of divorce.
Now, although this divorce - which was not without acrimony it
appears, an acrimony which, it must be said, has not disappeared
without trace - had its origins in political differences, essentially the
participation of Australia in the Vietnam War in the early 1970s, it also
had its intellectual differences, most significantly the relation of
philosophy to politics, in particular Marxism and feminism. Although it
is not accurate to say that the division between departments was
explicable in terms of the analytic-Continental split, the latter certainly
came to overlay this division in all sorts of more or less egregious ways. |
would like to thank my friends, colleagues, and, most of all, my students
in Sydney for helping me rethink this division. Finally, this book was not
my idea, but that of my wonderful editor at Oxford University Press,
Shelley Cox. | would like to thank her for having such good ideas.

XIX
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